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ANTON PLOEG

LEGACIES OF AN UNKNOWN PAST

This paper deals with contrasts between on the one hand Dani cultures in
the Central Highlands of West Irian, and on the other hand cultures in what
are now the Eastern and Western Highlands Provinces of Papua New
Guinea. In two earlier papers I compared Grand Valley with Bokondini
Dani, a Western Dani group (Ploeg 1966 and Ploeg in press). Fortunately,
Feil's recent analysis of the evolution of Highland cultures (1987) now
allows me to elaborate on these papers.

The present paper consists of the following parts. First, I shall recapitu-
late the main points of the second comparison paper (Ploeg in press). Then
I shall discuss Feil's conclusions with regard to the different development
of eastern and western highland cultures, which I shall apply, in the third
part, to the Dani. The fourth, and final, part contains my conclusions.

1. The Dani
The term 'Dani' refers both to a language family and to the speakers of
the languages of that family. Linguistically there are two major subdivi-
sions: Central Dani, and Ngalik-Nduga (Bromley 1980; see figure 1 in the
same publication). Ngalik-Nduga speakers live to the east and south of the
Grand Valley of the Balim. In this paper I am concerned with Central Dani
speakers. This subfamily includes two groups of dialects: Grand Valley
Dani and Western Dani.

Hayward (1980:11) and Heider (1979:29) put the number of people
speaking Grand Valley Dani dialects at 50,000. With regard to the number
of Western Dani speakers there is disagreement between Hayward and
Larson (1986:12). Hay ward's estimate is 135,000, Larson's 120,000. Cen-
tral Dani is spoken in the Grand Valley and its side valleys, Western Dani
in a much larger and geographically less coherent area, including the
headwaters of the Hablifoeri, of the Balim, of the Swart, and of the Yamo
alnd Ila rivers. This area is expanding. Larson (1986) describes how in the
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course of the past decades Dani have moved westwards from the upper
catchment area of the Balim towards the upper Ila valley. Some have
moved further to the west from there (Larson 1986:ch.lO). O'Brien refers
briefly to population movements from the upper Grand Valley and the
North Balim valley northwards into the Konda valley, the upper catchment
of the Swart.

Larson underscores these data with a glottochronological analysis of the
Western Dani dialects. He concludes that their interrelations suggest a
westward and northward spread of the Western Dani peoples. The percen-
tages of shared vocabulary in the North Balim, Ila, Yamo and Swart valleys
suggest that these migrations took place in the last two centuries (Larson
1986:15, see also 36, note 2). Among the Western Dani dialects the
Bokondini one is the most aberrant. Bokondini is at the eastern end of the
Western Dani area. While in the field, I did not inquire about migration
histories of the people, so that I cannot complement Larson's and O'Brien's
accounts.

Whatever the linguistic differences, O'Brien's dissertation (1969) dem-
onstrates that in other cultural domains there is great similarity between
the Konda, and the Bokondini Dani. The two areas are one day's walk apart
and are separated by uninhabited country near a watershed between the
catchment areas of the Hablifuri and the Swart rivers. Hence, when com-
paring Bokondini and Grand Valley Dani, I feel that in most respects the
Konda Valley Dani can be included. Given the migrations into the Konda
valley, the comparison may apply to even larger groups of Western Dani.

I would summarize the differences between Bokondini and Grand Val-
ley Dani cultures as follows (cf. Ploeg 1966; Heider 1975; and Ploeg in
press). The largest effective groups among the Grand Valley Dani are far
larger than those among the Bokondini Dani. They practise a more inten-
sive form of agriculture, not only on the ditched valley floor, but also on
the surrounding slopes. Their pig herds are far larger. Their ceremonial life
is more intense, includes initiations and purification ceremonies (Van de
Pavert 1986), which are absent among the Bokondini Dani, and reveals
a greater concern with the strengthening of group solidarity. Both Dani
groups believe that lethal sorcery is practised among them, but the Bok-
ondini Dani fear it greatly, while the Grand Valley Dani are not worried
about it. For Heider, the latter's attitude towards sorcery is a symptom of
what he calls their 'low psychic energy system' (1975:200). With this he
means that Grand Valley Dani rarely experience.intense emotions and,
even during warfare, are relaxed and calm most of the time (Heider
1979:22, 81-2). It allegedly makes the people indifferent to both the risks
and opportunities offered by their frequent violent encounters with neigh-
bouring groups, as also to the very long post-partum taboo after childbirth.
This view of the Grand Valley Dani is controversial (Camps n.d.; Hay ward
1980:57). If Heider is right, the Grand Valley Dani also contrast in this
respect with the Bokondini Dani, who, like the Konda Valley Dani, have
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'an attitude of frank interest and obvious enjoyment' (O'Brien 1969:
330-3) with regard to sex and who find it hard to go without it. .

The most striking difference between the Grand Valley and Bokondini
Dani cultures, however, is the ease with which the Bokondini Dani have
abandoned many elements of their culture and the tenacity with which the
Grand Valley Dani have held, and still seem to hold, on to them. While the
Bokondini Dani, within years after the settlement of missionaries and
administration personnel among them, discontinued warfare, burned their
weapons and objects possessing magical properties, accepted newly intro-
duced crops, and voluntarily worked for the administration, the Grand
Valley Dani continued, or attempted to continue, their pre-colonial way
of life. This contrast has persisted in the course of the 1960s and 1970s,
so that Van de Pavert was able to write (1986:104) about the Grand Valley
Dani that 'the time is coming in the foreseeable future when tribal war will
not be tolerated any longer and will be eliminated'. The Grand Valley
Dani's continued desire for war was such that in the mid-seventies the
missionary Camps decided he could not stand working among them any
longer (Van de Pavert 1986). Hay ward (1980:ch 11) shows that among
the Western Dani, on the other hand, conversion and adaptation to
European and Indonesian models of behaviour have intensified. A striking
phenomenon is that, for instance, bride price has become a 'fraction' of its
pre-contact amount (Hayward 1980:174).

2. Feil's Analysis of Socio-Cultural Evolution in the Papua New Guinea
Highlands

Feil's work deals almost exclusively with the societies located in what are
now the Western Highlands and Eastern Highlands Provinces of Papua
New Guinea. Where in this paper I use the terms 'eastern' and 'western
highlands', it should be clear that these terms refer to the western and
eastern sections of the central part of the central highlands of the eastern
half of the island of New Guinea. The western and eastern highlands are
separated from the Dani territories by the Ok peoples, living to both the
east and the west of the border between Papua New Guinea and West Irian,
and by the speakers of the Ngalik-Nduga languages. By introducing a
dichotomy between the western and eastern highlands I am simplifying
Feil's argument. However, 1 feel justified in doing so since I utilize his
analysis to contrast eastern and western highlands cultures with the Dani
cultures.

Feil's analysis is pertinent to the Dani cultures, since he attaches great
importance to the intensification of agriculture which took place on the
swampy floor of the Wahgi valley in the western highlands. A series of
archaeological excavations and related research in the valley, initiated and
led by Golson, have made clear that agriculture here has a history of at
least 9,000 years. In the course of the first few of these millennia agri-
culture became more and more intensive. Feil argues that about 2000 to
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2500 years ago intensive cultivation of, most likely, taro took place on the
valley floor. Harvests of agricultural crops made possible an increase in
pig herds which, in its turn, enabled the increased use of pigs for cer-
emonial and/or exchange purposes. This was the origin of exchange
institutions such as the Enga tee and the Melpa moka.

The adoption of the sweet potato in probably the early 18th century
made even larger harvests possible, since its yields per acre are higher than
those of taro. From then on it was possible for intensive cultivation to be
practised away from the wet valley floor. In fact, much of the valley floor
was abandoned and there was no agriculture practised here at the time of
European exploration. Intensification of agriculture thus spread outwards
from the Wahgi valley. Most intensive cultivation nowadays occurs to the
west of the valley. • .

By contrast, conditions prevailing in the eastern highlands were not
conducive to the intensification of agriculture. A site such as the flat,
swampy floor of the Wahgi valley is lacking here. Rainfall is much lower
and there are pronounced dry seasons. Extensive grasslands are found, as
the climate does not favour regrowth of the forest cover once it has been
cut down for agriculture. It is, Feil argues, only after the introduction of
the sweet potato, and so only very recently, that the eastern highlanders
became agriculturalists. Before that they subsisted on hunting and gath-
ering, with some supplementary agriculture.

These diverse developments form the background of the differences
between the contemporary eastern and western highland cultures as ob-
served by researchers during the colonial and post-colonial eras: In the
course of his analysis, Feil reviews a series.of cultural domains - politics
and warfare, social structure, male/female relations and exchange - to
demonstrate the pervasiveness of the diversity. Below I summarize his
review in the order mentioned.

Drawing on a distinction first made by Langness, Feil describes warfare
in the western highlands as 'restricted' and in the eastern highlands as
'unrestricted'. There, war was not governed by rules and aimed at the
destruction of the enemy. The state of war was permanent. Unrestricted
warfare in the eastern highlands came about through sedentarization. No
longer could conflicts be evaded by migration; competition for scarce
agricultural land increased. In the western highlands considerations of
trade and exchange, and of kin- and friendship influenced participation in
hostilities. Large alliences of warring parties were not easy to get together.
Mechanisms such as compensation existed for resolving conflicts..

Differences in leadership are related to these differences in the conduct
of war. Feil distinguishes three types of leader: great men, a term borrowed
from Godelier( 1982a, 1982b), despots and big men. Great men are those
who are prominent in a number of roles: as warrior, shaman, and hunter.
These roles do not necessarily converge in one person. Great warriors
enjoy the most prestige. Despots are warriors, and are exclusively so. They
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lead their groups in war, and are themselves good fighters, admired and
feared on this account: They may be overbearing, without the members
of their group being able to restrain them. Great men and despots are found
in eastern highlands societies - great men on the southeastern and eastern
fringes and despots further to the west. Big men are found in the western
highlands. With this term Feil refers to leaders who are prominent in
ceremonial exchanges, arranging, conducting and taking part in them.
They maintain widely dispersed exchange relationships to maximize their
role in ceremonies. They need not be warriors.

Differences in social structure are geared to the above-mentioned con-
trasts in warfare and leadership patterns. Eastern highlands groups are
small, and have patrilineal cores; social boundaries between groups are
sharp. Some groups are endogamous, so that the offspring of sisters remain
members of their own group. Where they are exogamous, in-marrying
women may forfeit their kin relations. People live in compact villages, in
many cases heavily fortified. In the western highlands residence is dispers-
ed, and groups are larger. Not only do the eastern and western highlands
display a pronounced difference with regard to the size of the largest
effective social group, but linguistic groups are also larger in the western
than in the eastern highlands, with western highlands groups being among
the largest in New Guinea. They are also patrilineal, but consanguineal and
affinal ties are important. Marriages are dispersed and give rise to ex-
changes of wealth objects. They are furthermore utilized to extend existing
trade relationships. In the eastern highlands wealth objects are few and
may include garden produce. Pig herds are small. Pig killings take place
to mark events within the group and, accordingly, enhance group solidarity
and the inward-looking disposition of group members. Bride prices are
small and there is direct exchange of brides. Also, where bride price is paid,
an equivalent exchange of women between groups is often preferred.

Finally, there is great variety in the nature of male-female relations
among the highlands peoples. In the eastern highlands these are marked
by hostility. Male initiations are concerned with the making of either
'masculinity' or 'adult men' by cleansing boys of female contaminations
(Lindenbaum 1982). In some western highlands societies initiations are
absent. Enga bachelor cults, Feil (1987: 222-4) argues, against Meggitt,
are aimed at cleansing young men not exclusively of female influences, but
also of other contaminations, with a view to making them strong.

In Feil's opinion, the hostility shown by eastern highlands men towards
women has to do with the recently increased dependence on agriculture
and, in its wake, on pig raising, which has increased women's contributions
both to subsistence and to the enlarged scope for exchanges. Yet, men
hardly acknowledge their contributions, but expropriate them, which al-
legedly is the root of their hostility.
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3. Feil's Analysis Applied to Dani Cultures
It is pertinent to make this application, given the similarities in natural
environment and rainfall patterns between the Wahgi and Grand Valleys
(Heider 1970:212-4; Feil 1987:14-6). Present-day Grand Valley agri-
culture seems to resemble the agriculture formerly practised on the Wahgi
valley floor. A difference is that, since their adoption of the sweet potato,
the Wahgi peoples have moved to the surrounding slopes and valleys, while
the Dani have continued to cultivate the valley floor. I can think of two
reasons for this difference. Firstly, malaria had not entered the Grand
Valley before 1968 (Heider 1970:225), whereas it had become a problem
in the Wahgi by then (Gorecki 1979). Secondly, contrary to Wahgi peoples,
the Dani eat sweet potato shoots, and it may be that the moist environment
of the valley floor is beneficial to the growth of the vines.

To characterize Western Dani agriculture, Larson states (1986: 302-3):
'In general, as one proceeds westwards and northwestwards out
from the Grand Valley, not only does the terrain become progress-
ively more rugged, but intensity of cultivation declines, size of
political units grows smaller, and density of population recedes'.

He describes Grand Valley agriculture as most intensive and Bokondini
agriculture as most extensive. This accords with the differences between
Bokondini and the Konda valley with regard to agriculture. In the Konda
valley, the Dani make terraces and shallow ditches (O'Brien 1969:35).
O'Brien does not mention the size of the Konda valley pig herds. The
figures presented by her (1969:465) on marriage and other status vali-
dation payments show that these included more pigs than in Bokondini,
which suggests that the herds were larger than in Bokondini. Larson says
(1986:303) about agriculture in the North Balim: 'gardens are mostly
constructed as raised beds with shallow drainage ditches on gradually
sloping terrain with relatively short fallowing'.

The Ila valley is an exception to the overall trend, since it is further west
than the North Balim, while even so agriculture here is more intensive and
political groups are larger. According to Larson, Ila ecology has allowed
Dani migrating from the North Balim to practise continuous or near-
continuous cultivation. They were thus able to build up dense populations
- a convenient state of affairs for migrants with little land available to
them. The Damal people, who were living in Ila when the Dani started
moving in, remembered that they had also migrated into the valley. They
practised a more extensive form of agriculture, suited to their former home
lands, which were rugged and very steep.

As far as warfare is concerned, the Western Dani type approximates
restricted warfare, but the Grand Valley Dani one much less so. This is the
reverse of the situation encountered in the Papua New Guinea highlands,
where intensive cultivation is correlated with restricted warfare. Heider
does not mention termination of war by payment of compensation. Peters
does (1965:107), but the payment he witnessed and described was to
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compensate allies, not enemies. Heider's book contains a section entitled
'ending war', but this refers to shifts in alliances, so that former enemies
become allies, and vice versa (Heider 1970:22-3; 1979:106). He further
mentions the regular occurrence of massive hostilities with large numbers
of people killed - he gives one example of' 125 dead or dying' in the first
engagement (Heider 1970:118-9)- villages burnt, and people driven from
their territories. Among the Bokondini Dani, warfare was intermittent and
at least some war deaths were compensated by large-scale transfers of
valuables (Ploeg 1966:144-53).

The difference between the social structure of the Grand Valley and the
Bokondini Dani groups is primarily one of scale. The largest effective
groups in Bokondini comprise pairs of patrilineages between which mar-
riage is preferential. Around such a pair of lineages other lineages may live
and form part of the group. In my dissertation (Ploeg 1969) I labelled these
groups 'parishes', but since O'Brien and Larson use the term 'confederacy',
I am following their usage here (Heider, on the other hand, uses the term
'confederation'). In the Grand Valley, several confederacies, larger than
their Bokondini counterparts, cooperate in alliances, which celebrate pig
feasts together, and which may exist for some length of time. In Bokondini,
cooperation of confederacies also occurs, but mainly on an ad hoc basis.

In other respects there are many similarities between the groups. The
preference for marriage within confederacies makes them inward-look-
ing. There is an intensive exchange of valuables between the members of
each of these groups as a result of new marriages and of deaths. In this
respect there is no difference between them such as that observed by Feil
between the eastern and western highlands of Papua New Guinea. There
is a slight difference in residential patterns, with Grand Valley Dani living
in clustered hamlets which are apparently always fenced in (Heider
1970:268), while in Bokondini hamlets are rarely joined and often not
fenced. Heider's war accounts make clear that the fences are ineffectual
against raiders. That in the Grand Valley hamlets are clustered may be due
to the limited amount of land available on the generally swampy valley
floor, where, moreover, many sites are unsuitable because they are exposed
to enemy attack.

Leadership roles are less diverse than in the eastern or the western
highlands. Nor do they fit easily into the categories described by Feil for
these areas. Since both in the Grand Valley and in Bokondini the Dani say
that 'big men' (their term) are those who kill (Heider 1970:91; Ploeg
1969:75), these 'big men' would seem to resemble 'great men'. However,
in the Grand Valley leadership in war and in supernatural affairs is often
fused, which is not the case in 'great men' societies. Heider (1970:91)
describes Grand Valley leaders as 'gentle men of strength and skill' and
denies that they are,like eastern highlands despots (Heider 1970:92).
Economic power is gained by the 'manipulation of wealth in the complex
exchange system' (Heider 1970:93). In my view, leadership may also
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be attained through management skills in keeping an alliance together.
In Bokondini there is less fusion of leadership roles, as in 'great men'

societies. Leaders are not prominent in wealth exchange, although they
may have been so in assembling the gifts to compensate deaths in warfare."
In the case of Wanggulam, the confederacy in which I worked, Heider's
description of leaders as 'gentle men of strength and skill' was fitting with
regard to their behaviour in intra-group affairs, but less so with regard to
warfare.

From warfare accounts I concluded that the most prominent men were
those who had organized and led successful raids into enemy territory.
Wanggulam described one Bokondini Dani leader in such a way that he
resembled an eastern highlands despot. The Wanggulam were this leader's
victims, however. I do not know how this man behaved towards the
members of his own confederacy.

As regards male-female relations, the Grand Valley and the western
highlands, both areas with intensive cultivation, do not differ. Heider
describes Grand Valley women as 'strong-willed' and 'independent' (Hei-
der 1970:97,100; see also Peters 1965:36). The post-partum taboo in the
Grand Valley is long, in keeping with Bulmer's hypothesis that its length
reflects the size of women's domestic and agricultural tasks (Bulmer
1971:147). There are initiations, but only for the boys of one particular
moiety, so that they do not set men and women apart. Contacts between
fathers and their young sons are regular from about the age of three (Peters
1965:38; Heider 1970:70).

There is no parallel in the western and eastern highlands to the awe in
which women are held in Bokondini due to their presumed capacities as
sorcerers. Men and women alike fear this sorcery. They see women as a
threat to the well-being of individuals and groups. Women can act inde-
pendently, though destructively, and men do not know how to control
them. De Vries (1987) attributes the fear of sorcery to male feelings of
inadequacy due to the recent migrations of what are now the western Dani
from the Grand Valley. She argues that the migrants had to flee from the
Grand Valley, and hence felt inadequate. These feelings were reinforced
by the fact that the new environment did not enable them to attain the same
levels of productivity they had had in the Grand Valley. Subsequently
women became the scapegoats for male feelings of inadequacy. That this
argument is historically and psychologically highly speculative does not
mean that it is invalid. I shall return to it in the last section of this paper.

With regard to exchange systems, western and eastern highlands con-
trasts do not have a parallel among the Grand Valley and Bokondini Dani.
Among the Dani, exchanges take place predominantly with fellow-mem-
bers of the group. They form part of the prestations to kinsmen, and most
kinsmen are members of the same confederacy due to the preference for
marriages with fellow-members of the group. During pig festivals a larger
group of people attends and receives pork, but on these occasions pigs are
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killed, and not, as in moka and tee, exchanged alive. Pig herds need to be
large to maintain relations with a sizeable number of exchange partners
through gifts of live pigs. Since Grand Valley Dani pig herds are similar
in size to those of the Enga (Heider, in Waddell 1972:211), Grand Valley
Dani may have used the animals to establish exchange relations with
members of outside groups. Larson mentions that, in the Ila valley, com-
pensation payments for killings in warfare include live pigs (Larson
1986:283). The average number of pigs in a sample of 24 payments was
43. Those who made the payments used financial strategies (Strathern
1969) to assemble such numbers (Feil 1987:279). Compensation pay-
ments are the historical basis of moka and tee (Feil 1987:265). However,
while the Enga and Melpa have disconnected exchanges from wars and
their consequences, the Ila Dani have not done so.

In the Konda valley, compensations included pigs, but O'Brien does not
state if they were exchanged alive. She mentions (O'Brien 1969:324-5,
101) that death payments were larger than compensation ones, which 'in
general contained six to ten major wealth items', pigs among them. Ac-
cordingly the latter seem small in comparison with those in the Ila. In
Bokondini compensation could include both live and slaughtered pigs. As
far as pigs were concerned, the payments were very large in proportion to
the herds, and much larger than death payments. They often took long to
assemble.

A full description of Dani trade, that is to say, barter, has not been made,
so that it is not known to what extent it takes the place of the exchange
networks of the western highlands. Heider reports trade 'friendships', using
that term to distinguish them from formal trading partnerships (Heider
1970:27).

4. Conclusions
Section 3 of this paper makes clear, firstly, that the contrasts between
Bokondini and Grand Valley Dani do not parallel those between the
eastern and western highlands of Papua New Guinea; secondly, that Grand
Valley Dani culture also differs in several respects from the western
highlands cultures with similarly intensive agricultural systems; and,
thirdly, that, unlike what happened in the western highlands, highly inten-
sive agriculture in the Dani area did not spread from its centre of origin.

The first of these conclusions supports Feil's argument, since rainfall in
the western Dani territories is higher than in the eastern highlands. Exten-
sive grasslands; as a result of either agriculture or natural causes, do not
occur here. Hence agricultural history in the Western Dani area is unlikely
to be similar to that in the eastern highlands. What is striking, however,
is that the Western Dani form a very large language group, only slightly
smaller than that of the Chimbu and Enga (Feil 1987:42-3), and much
bigger than the Grand Valley one, although Feil associates size of the
language group with intensiveness of agriculture.
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The second conclusion seems to require some amplification of Feil's
hypotheses. Grand Valley Dani practise intensive agriculture. However,
they do not use the surplus to maintain exchange relationships with mem-
bers of outside groups. Instead, pig killings mark group events. Grand
Valley Dani alliances are among the largest political groups found in
highland New Guinea, but they are inward-looking.

It may be supposed that agriculture is recent in the Grand Valley, so that,
much as in the eastern highlands, the importance of fighting and killing
in the culture here stems from this recent shift and the growing pressure
on land as a result of greater intensiveness. Why the Dani have so quickly
developed an elaborate system of agriculture, whereas in the Wahgi valley
this process has taken a much longer time, requires explanation, however.

Feil (1987:264-6) argues with respect, to moka and tee that they are
ancient institutions. As far as tee is concerned, he states that the shift
towards sweet potato production led to tee being practised over a much
larger area. The introduction of the sweet potato, then, allowed intensifi-
cation and geographic extension of exchanges, just as, much earlier, the
institutionalization of these exchanges had provided an outlet for the
increased production made possible by taro growing on the drained Wahgi
valley floor. Such exchange institutions need not necessarily develop,
however, as is shown by the concurrence, in the Grand Valley, of intensive
cultivation with intensive warfare and the inward-looking tendency of
groups, with the surplus production merely boosting exchanges - and
ritualization? - within groups. Given the length of time that intensive
agriculture has been practised in the Wahgi, it seems possible that there
also it was for a period of time synchronic with intensive warfare and an
inward-looking disposition of groups. If intensive agriculture is relatively
recent in the Grand Valley, the Dani may not have adapted their political
organization to it. .

Feil bases his argument on the assumption that 'the ethnographic record
... [is]... the outcome of differing growth of the productive forces' (Feil
1987:271). The results of his analysis make clear that this is a fruitful
assumption. It does, however, preclude the interpretation of the emphasis
on fighting among the Grand Valley Dani as an independent cultural
choice. An alternative explanation has to await the reconstruction of the
prehistory of Dani agriculture.

With regard to the third conclusion, explanation is again hampered by
lack of evidence. I can find no empirical evidence for De Vries' contention
(1987) that the present-day habitat of the Western Dani makes intensive
agriculture impossible. If it is true that the Western Dani are in a process
of rapid expansion - which would account for their large numbers -
apparently the mobility of at least some groups has prevented them from
investing a great deal of effort in improving the fertility of their fields to
make larger harvests possible. \

Larson concludes that the westward and northwestward movement of
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Dani proceeded through the North Balim valley. Especially on this West-
ern Dani area ethnographic data are scarce. This is unfortunate, since it
is also one of the areas to which the spread of intensive agriculture should
take place if it is to diffuse from the Grand Valley. Both anthropological
and archaeological research in the North Balim valley are an urgent
necessity.'
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