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Excusing the Haves and Blaming the
Have-Nots in the Telling of History

Frederick Errington and Deborah Gewertz’

We admit to being chauvinists of anthropology. We respect oul
discipline because of what it demands as well as what it can provide. In
effect, anthropology insists that to understand people in other places
and in different times — to understand what they want and seek — we
must often scrutinize our own understandings, our own (often early)
responses and appraisals. Anthropology urges us — and helps us — to
examine our own ta ken-for-granted ideas about why and how people
act: our ideas about human nature, about the causes and objectives
of human action, about the ways people intend one thing to follow
from another, about how and whs people engage in collective action.
We must recognize that not everyone in the world has the same « ihjec-
tives as (many) contemporary Americans, wanting and seeking the
same sorts of things as we do. This is to say, we must be aware of his-
torical and cultural context. We must recognize that our own desires
and lives, like the desires and lives of others elsewhere, are histori-
cally and culturally constructed. To think about such things. which
is to say, to think not only about how differently located others think
and live, but also about how we think and live, can be a sober ing, il
not a daunting, experience. However, working hard —taking care - to
getsuch matters relatively right can be very much worth doing, both
intellectually liberating and politically signiticant.

In this chapter we would like to illustrate win examining our taken-
tor-granted explanations is both intellectually liberating and politi-

cally significant. To this end, we take as our topic the ways in which
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a famous biologist, Jared Diamond, has sought 1o explain human
historv in his two major and widelv read books, Guns, Germs. and Steed,
which won the Pulitzer Prize. and Collapse, which has been less rener-
ally praised, but praised nonetheless.! From our anthropological per-
spective, these books, while in many wavs impressive and cc mpelling,
are problematic. We should make it clear at the outset thar we dis-
cuss Diamond’s books because they have become such popular and
influential examples of a more general trend in the telling of history.
This is a trend that, in basing history on what appear to be common-
sense (Western) suppositions, makes complex political processes into
simple, inevitable laws — laws that absolve (those Diamond calls) the
“haves” from any real responsibility for oppressing (and creating) the
“have nots.” It is a history that may justify expansionism as an expres-
sion of legitimate self-interest. It is a history that, for example. allows
many ol us to celebrate Thanksgiving without pondering much about
why Native Americans have significantly less to be thankful for. It is a
history that links manifest destiny at home to shock and awe policies
abroad. And it is a history that may serve to render the “have-nots”
into a bunch of left-behind losers who resent (if not hate) the “haves”

out of envy,

ON PAPUA NEW GUINEA: DESIRF WITHIN
A COLONIAL CONTEXT

In Guns, Germs, and Steel, Jared Diamond begins by addressing a plain-
tive question posed by a local political leader he encountered on a Papua
New Guinea beach in the early 1g70s. Yali, active as a so-called cargo-
cultist in the region around Madang, asked Diamond, “Why is it that you
white people developed so much cargo [items of Western manufacture]
and brought it to New Guinea, but we black people had little cargo of
our ownz™ Diamond answers this question by presenting the seeminglhy
inevitable and inexorable unfolding of global patterns. These patterns,
he believes, are the result of the geographical differences that allowed

certain people to have the power of guns, germs, and steel on their side,
I I g f

power that they would (apparently) alwavs use to maximal effect in the

domination of others. It has been the use of this power —a power that
stems from the luck-of-the-environmental draw — that Diamond argues

has accounted lor “historyv's haves and have-nots.™
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Diamond assumes that Yali was upset primarilv because he wanted
more “cargo” — more Western stafl. But we are not so sure.! In fact,

we think it Hportant 1o step back from a likelv first response that “of

course” Yali would value Western things and to wonder what he — s
a “have-not” —might have actually sought. We also think it HNPOrGnt
to ask why, living as he did during the mid-twentieth century. was
Yali unable 1o get whatever it was that he wanted [rom the “haves” —
mostly Australian colonists. After all, he had long lived among these
colonists and had served them with great distinction during World
War I1.

We never met Yali. Consequently we do not know for sure what he
meant in his question o Diamond. However, we have made numer-
ous research trips to Papua New Guinea (beginning in 1968 for Fred
and 1973 for Deborah) and do know something of what other Papua
New Guineans (including some who did know Yali) were asking for —
and about — at the time. And, as well, we do know something of the
way many anthropologists working in New Guinea (and elsewhere)
have explained why people desire one thing or another, Below we
convey these anthropological ideas about desire before we return to
a consideration of Yali's question: of what he might have wanted and
why he could not get it.

Most anthropologists argue that what people want tends to be
socially constructed. In particular, they have found that what people
ask for is shaped by their history and in turn shapes their history.
Ihis s to say, what people want is formed in the context of narratives:
stories they are ld and tell about the wav the world works or mighi
work, stories about what human beings might plausibly hope for.

Anthropologist Marilyn Strathern, in a famous paper titled “The
Decomposition of an Event.” illustrates well such a social construction
ol desire in discussing those who were first contacted in the 1g30s by
Australian explorers in the Highlands of Piapua New Guinea's interi-
o The Australians assumed that these Papua New Guineans were
impressed with their complex technology — for example, guns and
steel. Yet, in Strathern's view, passession of this novel technology ini-
tially marked these explorers as spirnts, and, from the perspectives of
Papua New Guinea Highlanders. the appearance of spirits among the
living was extraorvdinary but ultimately not very consequential Spirits,

abter all. would likely disappear without affecting social interactions
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vers much. Onls swhen HighLinders discon e vedh that these Avstralinns
both had Targe quanntities ol pearl shells and wished 1o Lransact with
them did the Australians become plausibly haman, Pearl shiells,
traded up from the coust. were fon wlong thme contral in the Flighlned
exchanges through which ma Biges woere contractod. COIpensiation
lor death o HIUTY wils paiel, and alliimnees were offe ted wathiin aned
hetween groups. In other words, only when the Australins showed
thar they apparenthy valued what the Hlighlinders alreads vadued
and desived did (he Highlinders regard them s nteresting s
socially significant. Only then could e Highlanders 1ir these orh-
crwise strange and fundamentalh peripheral heings into their own
Pves Grgain, stories people tell about the way the worlkd works
or might work) as full homan beings: as they became Persons witly
whom they could. and would wan toomteract, Onlyv at this point did
IiTl'\('\\'JIH(“-.IJIIH‘.II to enter history — HighLaneds sty e - as people who
were and would continne 1o be <o ial plavers, This is 1o sy, that the
way Highlanders understood whit wis lappening around them
the way that they reacted (o what happened depended. in stonificant
Part, on then eXped tations for the fture — CXPechations k]].,]n-:i |3
local conventions. by the storjes thev tole about 1|u-]'-.m,fjr:-wnr_.m-l
tuture,

[0 be sure, Yali's people. who lived along the coust of Papuia New
Cruinea, had a much longer history of Firopean contact. (Some
voastal peaples engaged extensively with Europeans since the lat-
ter part of the nincteenth century,) Yali, himsell, had especially
extensive contact with Europeans, He served s d policeman in
New Guinea's colonial adhministration hefore World Wi I and as
@ member of the Allied Intelligence Serviee during rhe war There
is photograph taken in 1944 in the Australian War Memorial
archives ommemarating his military service. in which Yali iy insicle
the Daree, an Aimerican submarine, together with other members of
liis « ompany of intelligen c-gathering “Coastwiatchers” Lo svimnee
ol major Allied landing, Yali's group ol twelve — seven | IRSTRICHTIES
one Indonesian teanslaror, and Lo Papiie New Guineans = wirs ser
to- Hollandi, ihien Dotch New G on o havzaiedons mission 1o
gather strategic infarmation. To the pretire Yah and the other men
e poscd nest o theis Weapons 1 obyionsh cranped. e

pratc ke rrterss Abrer the war, s thistingiished vereran Yol
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HIGURE 122 Sergeant Yali aned his comprades on e World War 1T sibaanin i
Oece Yalvis second Trany letvin the front row CPernyission 1o pablishy o

POYogoon geamed by the Australian Wi Moemaonraly

ciharkerl O S cantroversial ]rnr!rlli al career. one that ke l]l It v
extensive comtact with 1 VERTRISAERE

Yot ke the HighBmelers Stratl i clescoribes, Yalis §ile and s
Lrons lollowed o ].:r;:n I ]’.ii”l.l New Catrrne an historical trreative, |
outline, this historical navrative focuses less o e materil atrribun
ol things themselves than on the social nses 1o which thines are
Ihings have vidie because ihes can he tse i transactions toesthilish
relationships of vecosuition aned i spoect, Thives are morve like ol
thin commuodities, establishing rialivarive 1 Lvtionships hetween i
preaple exclianging them vahier than CRLTEIL e ores e tweer -

HCTIES CN F|,|I|\_"| «l I he o preatinl ol e Lransietions, 1hi

:\i.||']i~- 1 .‘I'|.Ili|l||\|1ll.l- 0] |'f||:'_;.rlla-|| I”I.Iliil. .|I||] fli‘ 1-i|\|:'|]| 1l
l]iilll '.~-_'__"| | '_-urrli ||l'.||‘- i | il-" el '-.-.ill 1l ”I'_,'_||].>[|!|| I's ||l siree] 1o
shells, andd thevdid desive (e wiil Jrisston e Irensiy . i
o the sake of the shiells alon Indeed. mam tthropologisis
I::.H]t | ~ir1.i1.|| ['f'rllll |fn‘-||.' corstatl |'I!|I|.| Nt WoCarinnne d1s (hvabt qasecl |
Hhere acgquired covered shiells (i Iding the Eumons “kola“ valials

sovas 1o be able torgive thivin s i e AERRTE:

"
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Because the Highlanders wel t*rrf.ui\'cl\'inrx!n-: iencedin Eur pean
ways, they apparently thought that the explorers were generous in
offering them the coveted pearl shells that affirmed their f undamen-
tal worth. In contrast, the coastal peoples long betore learned that the
colonists were stingy, offering them only meager wages that denied
a common humanity — a common humanness. Moreover. exacerbat-
ing raw feelings was local recognition that whites had real and intru-
sive power, Certainly colonial administrators sought to bring many
aspects ol native life under their discipline, and they could certainly
punish those who, by flouting their directives, challenged their power,
Indeed, Yali was 1o spend nearly six vears in jail during the 19505 for
his recalcitrance.

Yali and many other Papua New Guineans became preoccupied
with the reluctance, if not refusal, of many whites to recognize their
full humanness — to make blacks and whites equal players in the same
history. In their efforts to establish the transactions. the exchanges,
on which the elusive equality would be based. many Papua New
Guineans sought, often through magical and ritual means, the
European things — the “ argo” — that whites so evidenth valued.
Without denying that some European possessions — matc hes and
steel ools among them - may have had immediate appeal, it would
be an error to believe that it was the things alone that interested
them. Rather, with these things, they hoped to become interesting
and socially significant (exchange-worthy) to the Europeans. In an
important book about “cargo cults,” Road Belong Cargo, anthropologist
Peter Lawrence, who knew Yali well, says as much in his definition of

such cargo cults:

[Such @ cult] is based on the natives” belief that Eurapean goods (cargo) —
ships, aircraft, rade articles, and military equipment — are not marn-made
but have 1o he obtained from a non-human or divine source, [ CXPresses
the followers' dissatisfac tion with their status in colonial society, which is to
be improved imminently or eventually by the acquisition of new wealth. [t
has. therefore, a disruptive influence and is regarded by the ., Australian

Administration ... as one of the [its] most serions problems,

Deeply resenting their inferiorit n colomal society, coastal Papua
New Guineans sought for decades to improve their status In gain-
INg access (o cargo. During Fred's early Papua New Guinea research

on the island of Karavar (in 1968 and 1g72), local people remained
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preoccupied with gaining long-denied respect from Europeans. In
discussing their contemporary cargo activities (which focused on
learning how to place an order such that a small pavment would elici
a shipload of manufactured items), thev described a history of their
efforts 1o compel Europeans to recognize mutual humanness. In
particular, they referred to the "dog movement,” a series of meetings
they held during the 1930s. The question addressed with perplex-
ity and anger at these meetings was why the Europeans persisted in
treating them with contempt — driving them away, telling them to gel
out, as if they were unwelcome dogs. Through obtaining cargo, they
sought to win European respect by having that which Europeans so
obviously valued.®

Over a considerable period of time, Papua New Guineans fre-
quently sought to acquire and master the ritual techniques by which
Europeans accessed cargo. Influenced by Yali or other cargo-cult
leaders, they tried a combination of recalcitrance and ritual experi-
mentation. They interrupted and transformed normal routines: they
refused to pay taxes, repudiated the directions of colonial adminis-
trators, established alternative governments, wrested theological con-
trol from missionaries, and mobilized villages, if not whole regions.
in fervent invocation and prophesy. As Lawrence makes clear in his
definition of cargo cults. Papua New Guineans, in their choice of
such means, often became interesting and socially significant in
ways the Europeans considered undesirable — in ways that provoked
greater exercise of European power and made recognition of mutual
equality even less likely.

Thus, we think that Diamond misunderstands what mans Papua
New Guineans desired when he explains the background 1o Yali's
question (about the differences between white and black people).
In Diamond’s words: “whites had arrived, imposed centralized gov-
crnment, and brought material goods whose value New Guineans
instantly recognized, ranging from steel axes, matches, and medi-
cines to clothing, soft drinks, and umbrellas. In New Guinea all
these goods were referred to collectively as ‘cargo.”™ Because
Diamond misunderstands that Yali reallv was asking less about
cargo per se than about colonial relationships between white and
black people, he describes the introduction of centralized govern-

ment as almost parenthetical 1o the indisputable fact that whites
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and their soods had aorrived, Hence, he presents focal reseniment
as chivecred ot ar the matore and nse ol concerted colonial powey
SO f] s il thie 1'[I|]t'i'F'IIII.IJ JdUCUSS o _:_"Hullia_

Perbiaps comsistentwith Dianoned’s tocus o argo per se s s nse
ol the word “soods.” To call things “goods™ means that they are inher
enth desivable — instantly recognizable as worth acoring Yer, as
we know From advertising. many thines hecomie desirable only when
they e detined repeatedv as such. Moreover, in defining cargo as
goads, Divmond nplies that Toeal people will do whatever it takes 1o
getsuch things, This kind ol aceount sigoests that, in their desire fon
these goods. lacal peaple are the agents of their own domination,”
(Another example would be of the Native Americans whe, ONLCINT-
blv, wanted heads so badly that they were willing 1o trade Manhatian
Iskand for just afew dollars worth of them. Although they s i
Hked beads, they never thought that they were selling their Tind fon
them sinee Land was not, in their view, alienable as u conmodiny,
Fheir probable intent was to establish an exe hanee relationship with
the Duieh colonists.) Such a goods-centered renedition of history, we
think. serves 1o displace attention from the nature ol colonial power
relationships. These relationships are not vested in the "natre of
things.” They are not inevitable because of the instanth recogtized
value of manulactured itents — ¢ven granting that some items migli
be quite usetul, Instead. colonial relationships are imposed, olten to
the resentment and resistance of local peaple,

Fhat Papua New Guineans such as Yali wanted ¢ argo, less hecanse
they recognized its inherent viliie. and more beenuse ey desired
to transtorm the colonial relations ol e quality hetween whites and
bliacks, was echoed i man Papua New Guineans” narratives, These
narvatives claborated i sense ol being il appreciated and il osed
I'hese stories olten presented Papua New Guineans s Firopeans
as sharing a prior history of social obligations, They were, in ellecr,
dargiiments designed o denmonstrare Furopean immorality i dens-
mg this history ane in bhebiaving in wavs thit were appropritely,
almost inhomandv, asocial, As Lavwrence demonsiiimes i his analy-
sis ol cargo culis, Papua New Canineans odten understood el Pepe-
sented this prior history i range of changing forms. For Yali aned
others of s rewion, this history ol soctal obheation was comvevedd

thivongh mvths, Chiistinn beliels, and geconnts ol Wl HIIe: Se ey die
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For instance, some of these stories fi cused on a mythic brother who,
after teaching cargo secrets to Eure peans abroad. was prevented by
Europeans from retun ning toinstruct his brother remaining at home.
Some, on Christian beliefs about the kinship of blacks and whites us
descendants of the same original parents. And some, on the wartime
actions of Papua New Guineans who jeopardized their own safer by
saving Australians from death and capture. All of these stories were
told as proof that Australians should recognize them as equals, This
history of social obligation, in all its variations, showed that for rea-
sons of fairness, Kinship, and/or alliance. Papua New Guineans nop
only were worthy recipients of such recognition, but also were owed
this recognition and the transformed future that would follow.

We are. thus, arguing that Yali and other Papua New Guineans
were preoccupied with “cargo” for reasons less obvious than might
be initially thought - for reasons more related to their “common
sense” than to ours. As anthropologists, to repeat a point we made at
the beginning of this chapter, we are suspicious of particular kinds
of interpretations that are “too easy” - too readily consonant with
a familiar cultural view of how the world works. We feel a disciplin-
ary imperative to probe more deeply. Certainly, as anthropologists,
we need to be mindful of ethnographic context — and (for exam-
ple) to work hard to see things from the perspectives of Papua New
Guineans. At the same time, we need to be mindful of the mind-set
we bring 1o any particular ethnographic context: we have to work
hard to be clear about our own taken-for-granted assumptions. It is
in this latter regard that we fauli Diamond's larger argument. His
interpretation of Papua New Guinea aside. we think that his broader
argumentabout the course of human history is flawed because it does
not question crucial taken-for-granted assumptions, Although we do
not doubt that guns, germs, and steel were necessary to make certain
historical outcomes possible, including those so upsetting to Yali. we
do not have to assume that theijr possession was sufficient to explain
these outcomes. In so assuming, Diamond conflates necessary with
sufficient causes

The perspective that there is an inevitable and inexorable course
of human history rests on what seems 16 us to be an implicit - and
unexamined — view of human nature. This is a culturally familiar

view of human beings as necessarily seeking 1o extract maximum

RE—
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advantage over others; give a gy — any guy = halt a chance. and
he will conquer the world: give a guy o piece ol appropriate metal,
and he will inevitablv fashion a sword o cut vou down: TIve e
a piece of appropriate metal, and he will inevitably Bishion o chain
to enslave vou within the hold of o ship bound Tor a New World hell
hole. Tina way that many in the contempaorary West mayv find seem-
ingly self=evident — once again, in a wav thar does not question the
wav the world works — those who hold such a view suggest that people
evervwhere and at all times. if they had sutficien power, would nec-
essarily use it in seeking to maximize their own advantage through
the domination of others, This implicit view of a transhistorical and
transcultural human nature is consistent with Dimmonds argrament,
an argument that renders both historical context and cultiral per-
spective as irrelevant — an argument that many « antemporary anthro-
pologists challenge.

[t 1s the case that Yali was poor and that, as Diamond makes clear
in his discussion of Pizarro's conquest, the people of the New World
were brutally conquered by representatives of the Old." It is also the
case that those who beat up on other people have the capacity to do
so. However, as anthropologist Ravmond Kelly indicates in his book
Warless Societies and the Ovigin of Wer, human beings always are capable
of a range of behaviors, and they always are capable of engaging with
each other and their neighbors in a range of wavs. ' They might make
war, but they also might make peace. Whether they choose one or
the other is powerfully affected by the particular contexts in which
people live: by their historically and culturally located ideas about
what s worth striving for and win

Additionally and tmportantly, to arene that culture and historical
context matter not only challenges a vision of history as an inevitihle
expression of geographic advantage and human nature, it also intro-
duces the possibility that powerful actors (stich as Pizarro). aperating
asthey dowithin historical and cultural contexts. mas appropriately he
held accountahle for some of history's outcomes. Since it has be Ome
clear to anthropologists that cultures contain multiple perspectives
about alternatives and how they might be prrsued and otherwise deal
with. it follows that human beings — espectally the well-positioned
ones = have a measure of choice about how to act. Thus, Tor mstance,

From American ideas of the worth of the individual, one can LeNeTie
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political perspectives as diverse as libertarianism and welfare Stalisin:
the first position holding that no individual should be interfered with
or regulated: the other, that no individual should be neglected o
deprived. The existence of such alternatives means that those with
guns, germs, and steel mav. realistically, be held accountable for 11
choices they make

We find this stipulation important both in combating the kind of
world history represented by Guns, Germs, and Steel and in construci-
ing an aspect of Papua New Guinea'’s more particular one. Pizarro had
the capacity and resources to behave with remarkable brutality in the
New World. But the mere capacity to behave brutally does not absolve
him from having done so. Likewise. Europeans had the resources to
treat Yali and other Papua New Guineans with contempt. But tha
position should not absolve them from having done so. Such consid-
erations, we argue. are important in rethinking — in reevaluating —
historical outcomes. (Perhaps the haves may be prompted to do such
rethinking by recognizing that the have-nots may alreadv have come
to their own conclusions.)

Thus, we must carefully scrutinize taken-for-granted ideas about
what people want and why. Although it is difficult to think against the
grain of the familiar, we must stretch our Imaginations if we want to
understand whose perspectives are projected at whose expense — if.
to reiterate, we want o replace a history of (apparent) inevitabilin

with one of (potential) accountability

ON PAPUA NEW GUINEA: COPING WITHIN
A POSTCOLONIAL CONTEX']

In Collapse, the story of why certain societies have experienced envi
ronmental disaster, Diamond shifts to a different kind of history: one
that acknowledges not only the possibility, but also the importance
of choice. The subtitle to his book indeed is “how societies (hioose 16
fail or succeed” (emphasis ours). Moreover, in tocusing on choice.
such a history does potentially become less inevitable and actors.
more accountable, Hence, in describing why it would be unfair to

reat native peoples poorly, Diamond writes: "it’s based on a moral

}n'im'j}_)!c, namely, that it is morally wrong for one people to dispos-

sess, subjugate. or exterminate another people.™

o p
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Nonetheless, we see continuities between the arguments of both
of Diamond’s books, In neither does he adequately consider conrexi
to think through how goals and choices are historically and cultur
ally shaped and constrained. Indeed. in neither book does he chil-
lenge assumptions that echo the perspectives ol the powerful: those
who control others, those whose choices outweigh — constrain - the
choices of others. Thus, in Guais. Germs, and Steel lie assumes that
evervone will inevitably choose 1o dominate: in Collapse he assumes
that evervone will have an equal capacity to choose. Tn effect, whereas
in Guns, Germy, and Steel no one is held responsible for the course of
history, in Collapse just about everyone is. And in both histories. it is.
we think, the have-nots (the Yali's. so (o speak) who end up with the
historical raw deal when their lives and circumstances are misread.
Collapse, in our view, exemplifies a kind of history that., in ignoring
context, clouds our understanding of the processes actually affecting
the world today - including the serious environmental problems it
faces,

Diamond does grant in Collapse that “social institutions and cul-
tural values ... affect whether the society solves (or even tries to solve)
its [environmental] problems.”™t Yet, he believes that (vile dictator-
ships. such as that once in power in Hait, aside) societies are free
to make, and, correspondingly. responsible for making environmen-
tally sound choices. This is the case even in the oft-cited “tragedy
ot the commons™ wherein people do not solve an unfolding envi-
ronmental problem because of selfishness. clashes of interest. or the
belief that if each doesn’t take a full share, another will. The result
is a general depletion of resources, which might precipitate collapse.
I'he obvious solution, from Diamoned’s perspective, is for people to
“trust and communicate with each other” so as to realize that they
“share a common [wure™  II they fail to come to this realization,
they should be held responsible for having made bad choices. As we
have suggested. we do think that those with power should be held
respansible tor the choices thev make. However, we also think it is
crucial to probe the contexts in which the choices of some muy con-
strain those of others, Below we present our argument conce rning
the importance of such a probing with reference to one of the pri-
mary cases in Collape, that ol Piapua New Guinea's silviealture — pasi

and present




SR Loodevacde Evvesieton and Debosedh Coiin

Fhe case begins in the Highbod vallevs sone TAO00 VeIrs o
with archacological evidence that hnmans were clearing forests o
dridning swamps to provide land tor their cardens, These dorionl-
turally hased populations expanded over the nest 5.000 vears or so —
eventilly hecoming the Luoest aned densest populations in Ney
Guipeas And, as then numbers grew, o dearease in {orest podlen
and o increase in nonforest pollen mdicate thar they continued 1y

clear thetr Torests to make way for crops and to obtain timber el

fuel, Then. about 1,200 vears ago, a voleani cruption deposited
cnormous amount ol ash in the Highlands, enhancing soil Terilin
and, hence crop growth. This. in turn, likely stimulated population
increase, which put additional pressure on resources. Such changes
might have resulted in ecosvstentic collapse had the Highlanders nio
somehow addressed their inked problems of population growth and
detorestation.
lheir solution, as shown by the pollen record, lav in silviculiie

which focused on a particular and most useful tree: coltivation ol
Caswarina oligodon, indeed. proved aboon torexpanding —imcreasingh
land-short - populations. Because this tree fixes nitrogen in s
root nodules, adds additional nitrogen as well as carbon o the soil
through its ¢ apious leal-fall, and is fast growing, it could decrease th
fallow period necessary in garden rotations as well as provide fuel and
building materials, In addition, the tree could reduce erosion when
]:

depredations of the taro beetle. Diamond suggests that people "in

anted on steep slopes and (for reasons still unknown) diminish 1

any village could see the deforestation 2aing on around them. conlid
recognize the lower growth rates of their ¢ rops as gardens lost ferl-
iy alter being mitiallv cleared. and experienced 1he CONSEeqUEenes

ob tumber and fuel scarcite™ Concurrently Highlanders — alwans
curious and experimental — must have noticed casuarinas growing
by streams. brought them home. planted them, and observed their
numerous beneficial effects. Thus, through silviculture = and othe
means including population control by infanticide POSERATTUIT SN
ual taboos. ontraception. abortion, and warlare — Highlanders wer
able 1o awvoid 'ttn|i.||-\g',"

For Diamond the adoption of casuaring silviculture was a tvpe
ol “bottomi-up problemssolving™ in “ulira-democranic” societics m

which decisions were “reached by means ol evervhaody in the villaae
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FIGURE 120 Casuaring trees in Papua New Guoinea,

sitting down together and talking, and talking, and talking. ™7 This
Highlands instance becomes important to Dinmond as o maodel foy
the miaking of ¢m ironmental choices.

Betore continuing with this model ol decision making, we should
brietlv note that there are aspects of his depiction of | lighlands activi-
ties that conld be challenged or qualified. Forinstance. it has become
obvious, given the work ol Paula Brown and George da Buchhindes
in their collection ob essavs Man and Womun in the Newe Guine
Hightands that decisions there were more likels mace by men than
by “evervbody Morcover, Buchbinder. in her PhoD. dissertation.
“Maring Niewadaptation.” and Williim Clarke. in his book e anel
People. have shown hat civivonmental deterioration and poor diet
have persisted in the HighLoyds, at least 1o some" Finally, it seems
likely (that (he Srowing of casunring trees probablv did or pe quire
much collective consultation and deliberation among HighLinders,
Once someone got the idea (i least that cultivined trees could bhe g
comveniem source ol woodd), 1hei Propagation would be oo pelativels
stradghrforward, ¢asily cmulared praciice = something people conld
Just doswithour muel olis Ussion tormeet their o « vident neeeds,

However, these concerns abour precontact Flighland cological
decision makine jside what abour Ditimond s braasie proposition thit
this lor of |rurllslr1-!|[u|r.". ision Ir!:JLJH-_; nehie e o mmoddel of liow coag-

temporars societies coule ke stecesstul envirammenial hosices= In
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thitthing thvomeh he presenl v relevance of this model, we s
consider not just the obyions ot that the contest ol Precoriae
FhghLands decision making no longer exists for contemporary Papu
New Guineans, We must also recogiize e the transfornugion ol
this context has bheen Tinked o the transfornation of o owil A
ol us e now Living in o world ~li;i|u-u| st ficanthy by a munoal s
tory twhar we ]i.i'\t'!'I"r"l\ln"li‘!.IHl'il A4 T twiasted history™) one m whieh
haves and have-nots have emerged throngh mutal = although cer
taindy asvimmetrical — engagements.*

Tothink ihore about the relevance of a model of l}rnlifme—llp decision

making to environmentally consequential choices in a contemporan

world of mutually engaging haves and have-nots, let us continue witl
Papua New Guinea silviculture inits most current manifestation — s
the subject of a predatory, foreign-controlled logging industr CXpor-
ing tropical timber to the haves,

We agree with Diamond's description of Papua New Guineian
logging practices, International logging ompanies, with home otfices
mainly in Malaysia, lease logging rights on land still owned by local
people. They often acquire logging permits through bribes to sover-
ment ofheials or through promises 1o local people of monev. roads,
schools, and hospitals = promises on which they mav make only mini
mal down pavments. At one site we visited in the Fast Se pik Provinee
near Wewak —and this proved a hardly extreme instance = the logging
commpany had Tanded a baree a g remote beach Gnd was prepared
o dvnamite the reel il necessary to get on shore). From the b
rolled bulldozers that carved a logging road over which tracks o
other machiners traveled o extraer high-valie tropical timber. Cleatr-
cutting the ridges hecause they were easy to access, loggers left a hroad
swath littered with discarded low-vilue trees, Our visit wis only seversil

weeks alter the company had. with no notice. concluded 1S Ot

I11!1'|_\\I151]illj_; tall bivek into the |h.||-_1i'. which 1!!.'}1.1iit'|i Lo s et (o
use Dicmond's apr phrase, “rape-and-run” aperation= The adyvers
caonsequences were obvious, Animal habitars had been substantil b
destronved. and adpcent Strcanis and rivers were alveads hecone
choked through crosion, Moreover, the logeing roac. which had hecn
presented 1o local peopleas asignilicant infrastructural Denelin, sais
slipping ol the hillside, With the mest heavy i 1t woruld bhecenne

IIII]!.I\'\,IhIt.
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And, as often happens, the cash the ompany did pav local people
had appeared enormous o them, but would be soon HONe On con-
sumables = on tood. heer bride prices, and rapidly disintegrating
motor vehicles (given the state of local roads). Yet many of those
Papua New Guineans to whom we spoke looked torward to furthe
logging in their area — albeit by a dilferent company such as the
(Malavsian) one associated with the province’s most prominent poli-
tician (and the nation’s current prime minister), Sir Michael Somare,
Their enthusiasm for logging operatons seemed comparable to that
ol the Ipili. another group living in the Highlands. for the mining
taking place on their land. Indeed, in a paper entitled *“Who [s the
‘Original Affluent Society'>" Alex Golub. one of the anthropologists
who has worked among the Ipili. savs that they were happy about the
mine on their territory — happy to have “traded their mountin for
development.™ Moreover, in “Deep Holes: Community Responses to
Mining in Melanesia,” Colin Filer and Martha Macintyre report that
local people often continue to welcome mining on their land with
cagerness.

How are we to make sense of this? One perspective has it thart trad-
ing one's mountain for development is an example of a bad choice —
one that should be reappraised by those with the conrage to do so.
Diamond does lament that few Papua New Guineans at both the local
and national levels would act like the small-island-dwelling Tikopians
who had the “courage to eliminate then ccologically destruetive pigs,
cven though pigs are the sole large domestic animal and a principal
status svinbol of Melanesian societies. ™ (For the sake of ace Lracy.
Tikopians are not Melanesians, but Polviesians.) Or, to bring the
case closer to Papua New Guinea. he laments that few would exhibil
the (remarkable) courage of one Aloysius, who. we are told. braved
death threats from logging companies to protect the environment.*

While we would not applaud such environmentally costly decisions
as to trade one’s forest or mountain for cash — and while we genuinely
admire the likes of Aloysius — we do fnd the Papua New Guinean
desire for money o he spent on consumables understandable in g
contemporary context: a context in which worth is now construcied.
not only through local. vallev-wide references. but through glohal
ones. In other words, we do find such decisions., allowing as they do

the have-nots a glory dav. much more 1han simply had choices, Tn
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fact, to think of such decisions as simply bad choices is to obscure
the conditions of such choices and, thus, to limit effective responses
to them.

Concerning the conditions of choice: We must inquire what it
means to hold local Papua New Guineans — again, largely have-nots —
responsible for living within their ecological means in a postcolonial,
market-driven, global system ostensibly based on the capacity of all
to make choices. It is, of course, hard for such people to exercise
effective choice in dealing with their own corrupt and powerful poli-
ticians, not to mention with voracious and sometimes murderous
logging companies, And there is an additional constraint on choice
because they live in a world increasingly coerced by the World Trade
Organization, the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund
to operate according to ideas of “comparative advantage” — a world
in which what Papua New Guineans do have to offer is (the likes of)
timber and gold. Furthermore and importantly, such people often
recognize that they not only lack real power, but are, as well, seen by
the haves as lacking real power — seen as the have-nots. Hence. the
world of the haves and have-nots is not just an outcome of a histori-
cal process that has allowed some to dominate others (with the aid
of guns, germs, and steel); it is a rankling and ongoing circumstance
that conditions contemporary and future choices - including seizing
the momentarily redeeming possibility of having money to burn. (We
have become increasingly aware of the rankling in our latest work
tracing the commodity chain that brings “lamb flaps,” a cheap cut
of fatty sheep meat that white people tend to feed to their pets, Irom
Australian and New Zealand pastures to Papua New Guinean pots.
While Papua New Guineans enjoy their flaps — when they can afford
them — they are also aware that they are enjoying what many of them
call a Western “waste product.”)*

Concerning why thinking of such momentary apotheoses — such
fleeting glory days - as simply bad choices limits effective FESPOTISES
to them: it is interesting that Diamond does not look to Papua New
Guineans to be successful in solving their contemporary environmen-
tal problems. Nor does he look tor restraint from the logging compa-
nies operating there. He writes: “Depending on the circumstances, a
business really may maximize its profits, at least in the short term. by

damaging the environment and hurting people. That is still the case
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today ... for international logging companies with short-term leases
on tropical rain-forest land with corrupt governmental officials and
llll\fl}_'llihli( ated land owners.™ The |}l‘})(' he does see returns us to
a modern variant of the talk, talk, talk of precontact Highlanders -
4 modern variant of a bottom-up problem-solving that relies on an
entity he calls “the public.” It should be the public's role, he believes,
“to reward businesses for behavior that the public wanted. and 1o
make things difficult tor businesses practicing behaviors that the
public didn’t want.™" In relationship to logging, we in the first world,
as members of the public, should, for instance, refuse to buyv wood
that has not been certified by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC),
an organization that guarantees that wood comes from companies
subscribing to “sound and sustainable forest management.™ We
agree that such a response from members of the public would be
commendable il it prevented rapacious logging practices i places
such as Papua New Guinea. However. such a response would, in and
of itsell, leave unaddressed and, indeed, would exacerbate many of
the difficult circumstances local Papua New Guineans face. As Paige
West points out in her book Conservation Is Our Government: The Politics
of Ecology in Papua New Guinea, those members of the first world pub-
lic who are concerned with sustainable forestry in Papua New Guinea
tend to value the contribution of diverse, tropical ecosystems to the
well-being of the planet and humanity in general. They tend to see
Papua New Guineans as adding to the problem they wish to over-
come.™ It is the rainforest that needs protection from Papua New
Guineans —and from their willingness to sell their tforests and moun-
tains for money. Those members of the first world public who are
concerned with advancing the interests - the well-being — of Papua
New Guineans in particular tend to offer them charity = the “kind-
ness of strangers” (perhaps in the form of nused hooks, medical supplies,
and disaster relief). Either way, for the public to pressure the likes of
Home Depot to eschew non-FSC certified woods obviously creates
some difficulties for Papua New Guineans: they are, at least often.
rendered either blameworthy or needy.

I'he problem we see in Collapse is thus comparable to the one we
saw in Guns, Germs, and Steel. Both books give the have-nots a histori-
cal raw deal because neithe probes context suthiciently, Certainly,

neither deals i anv svstematic wav with the r'r‘l.uiuminip between
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the lines suid 1the lave-nots Whereas Guas, Germs. i Seol dowes
net encourage the hawves o take sufficiem responsibiliny for 1l
creation ol the have-nors, ¢ ...f',f,,-l_,a'“. does 1o eng ourage the haves 1o
ke sufficient recognition of 1he extent to which they benefic from
the existence ol the have-nots — o benetit centrallv manifest in theis
much greate capaaity 1o choose. For an example close 1o home.
Barbara Ehvenveich's Nickle and Dimed, o wonderful aceount ol the
lives ol the won King poorin America. shows clearl how the enhanced
choices of haves are reflected in the constrained choices of the have-
nots.!" The latter would include 1he minimally paid at such stores
as Home Depot, whose merchandise includes FSC-certified lumber
hus. and somewhan perverselv. that some of us have the hoice of
spending more for FSC-certified timber js likely a function of ther
being have-nots.

I'here is no doubt that manv of the ISsues concerning environmen-
tal degradation are extremel Important to address. and Diamonid
s to be greatly eredited for his contribution in bringing them to the
world' s attention. However, 1o acds ess ellectively both sociohistorical
mequalities and environmental degradation, it is necessary to probe
tochallenge. torethink More specitically, itis necessary 1o rec OENize—
and to help others recognize — that there is a world system busils
at work, and that in this svstem a market hased ideology s ofien
emploved o present political and economic !'('l;g|iup|~,h1];~. as voliun-
tary and fair —as choices made on an even plaving field. T'his, despire
the case that choice is often delimited and the consequences of tha
et obscured. To provide an example Irom our recent research
o Papua New Guinean sugar plantation, i is 2 world SVSLEeTH i1
which many lorces come together 1o threaten the viability of one ol
Papua New Guinea'’s few nonextractive industries, a plantation thar
provides incomes o 18000 people. On the one hand. first waorled
countries such as the United Stares sl stbsidize their own St
ndustries. For example. sug producers in the United States — polit-
icallv influential in Louisiaina and Flor ida —are given Eavorable trea
ment in the torm ol USDHA price supports. publicly suppaoried che ap
Irrigation wate'r, and protecuon brom the likes of CGuban sugar, ()
the ather hand, third world countries such as Papua New Guinen
are strongh diseowrngcd from stthsidizing or otlierwise [arestect-

ing their own sugar industries. Fon examples Papua New Guinea's
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government is heavily pressured by the World Bank and the World
Trade Organization to eliminate all tariffs on imported sugar. These
free-trade policies are strongly supported by such international cor-
porate interests as those ol Coca-Cola, which wishes 1o import cheap
sugar for use in the soft drinks it sells to Papua New Guineans.

[t is a world system in which, to provide another instance, TIAA
CREF. the pension fund of most American academics, is heav-
ilv invested in the Freeport-McMoRan copper and gold mine in
Indonesia’s West Papua — a mine notorious for its atrocious environ-
mental practices and human-rights violations,* 1t is a world system in
which = to refer to Diamond’s analvsis of the genocide in Rwanda -
“the country’s ... [failure] to modernize, to introduce more prodiic-
tive crop varieties. to expand its agricultural exports, or to institute
family planning™t are “choices” clearly related to broader political
and economic processes. These processes, ones that Diamond refers
to either not at all or only in passing, include a colonial history, con-
temporary ULS. strictures on its aid going to support effective contra-
ception, and contemporary World Bank pressures for belt-tightening
structural adjustments and for growing cash erops such as coffee (for
an already glutted world market) rather than subsistence crops. (See
Taylor's chapter in this volume for a fuller discussion.)

Itis, in other words, a world system in which choosing to act respon-
sibly by refusing to purchase non-FSC-certified timber is laudable,

probably necessary, but certainly not sufficient.

Notes

* We are respectively professor ol anthropology at Trinity College (F.E.)
and professor of anthropology at Amherst College (D.G.), Singly and
together, we have written about the confrontations of Melanesian people
with various forms of modernity. These include Yali's Cuestion: Sugar,
Culture, and History (200.4). We are now completing a book about the flow
ol Tatty meat from the First World o the developing world, tentativels
entitled Cheap Meat,

First arriving when Papua New Guinea (PNG) was a de facto colom
ol Australia (in the late 1gbos, for Fred, and earlv 1g70s, for Debarah),
we made many subsequent field trips over the past thirtyv-five or so vears
[hese hield ips led o projects about a range of subjects, many ol them
focused on change: traditional vitual as well as evangelical Christianiny:

clan arganization as well as class formation: male mitation through
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- Ibid.: g70—471.

skin curting as well as university graduation through test taking: fish for
sago barter markets as well as canned mackerel and rice-purveving trade
stores.

We oftenn wondered about the frequent movement of Papua New
Guineans from their villages to urban settlements and attempted to
understand why they found urban life desirable despite its only marginal
feasibility — despite (as we personally observed in squatter settlementy)
malnutrition, if not chronic hunger.

Our interests eventually led us 1o write a social history of Ramu Sugay
Limited. a sugar plantation that was built as part of PNG's etforts 1o
develop its economy. As we were to discover, RSL is located in a part of
PNG where the political leader, Yali, had been active. And Yali's activities
not only affected the lives of people we met at RSL, but played a role in

Jared Diamond’s book, Guns, Germs, and Steel (19g7). In fact, Diamond

frames his book as an answer to “Yali's Question™ *Why is that you white
people developed so much cargo and brought it to New Guinea, but we
black people had little cargo of our own.” We became convinced that
Diamond’s answer to this question was partial, if not wrong. In this
chapter, we elaborate and extend some of the reasons we have previously
discussed

Diamond 1947, 2005,

Diamond 1997: 14.

Ibid.: gg.

- Some of the analysis below is drawn from Errington and Gewertz 2005,
. Strathern 1g992.
- We draw in the analysis of goods and commodities from Gregory 1Rz

Lawrence 1964: 1.
For maore about the Karavaran cargo cult, see Errington 1974
Diamond 1947 14

- Foran elaboration of this point, see Thomas 19g1: 83-124,

Diamond 19g7: 67-81
Kelly coon

Diamond zoo5: 10

Abad: .

Ibid.: 429

). Ibid.: 285,

Ibid.: 284,

. Brown and Buchbinder 1976
. Buchbinder 1974;: Clarke 1g71.
. We first used the phrase “twisted history”™ in Gewertz and Errington

I'_.;tl.;l.

. Diamond 2005: 472.
. Golub 2o06: 288,
1. Filer and Macintyre 2006

. Diamond 2005: 524-524

R
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27 ]

26. For more about this, see ( rewertyz and Errvingron w008

7. Diamoncd 2005 184,

8. Ibid.; 285,

2. Ibid.: usy,

J0. West 2004: see also Garland o0,

1. Ehrvenreich sooq.

32. For more about this sugar plantation, see F ington and Gewerty LISTH
34%- Stuart Kirsch, e-mail communication, April 2o,

34 Diamond 2o 1535 310,
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