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The Preamble of the Constitution of the Independent State of Papua
New Guinea states:

WE, THE PEOPLE  OF  PAPUA  NEW  GUINEA  . . . pledge ourselves to
guard and pass on to those who come after us our noble tradi-
tions and the Christian principles that are ours now.  l

A superficial glance at the phrase “our noble traditions and Christian
principles” immediately conjures up the picture of two different sets of
ideologies, each forming a pillar quite different from the other, per-
haps, in shape, color, and substance. However, they should complement
each other, and upon them the Constitution of the newly independent
nation of Papua New Guinea firmly rests. Is this the real situation?

The answer must depend on what the phrase “our noble traditions”
really means. Many educated Papua New Guineans-and other Pacific
Islanders, writers and politicians in particular-often lament what they
regard as an unwarranted and shameful destruction of their traditional
cultures when Europeans imposed their alien Western civilization. 2 For
example, during the opening of the 1980 South Pacific Arts Festival in
Port Moresby, the then minister for culture and tourism, dressed in his
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fantastically beautiful traditional ceremonial dress, launched a vicious
attack on Christian missions for destroying Papua New Guinea’s tradi-
tional cultures. 3 If the phrase “our noble traditions” therefore means the
traditions regarded before the coming of Europeans as noble by the var-
ious cultures in what is now the independent nation of Papua New
Guinea, it seems reasonable to suggest that the philosophies behind the
so-called two ideological bases of the national Constitution cannot pos-
sibly complement each other. They, in fact, contradict each other.
“Christian principles” refer to those Christian teachings on basic issues
such as truth, freedom, equality, love, forgiveness, peace making, and
giving. “Noble traditions,” however, were determined by value systems
that were heavily influenced by fear, superstition, hatred, and revenge.
Consequently, in addition to traditions that were quite compatible with
Christian principles (such as caring for and sharing with one’s kin),
those value systems also allowed certain actions to be regarded as noble
that were quite contrary to Christian principles. The following exam-
ples illustrate this point.

The Status of Women

In spite of the well known but often unsubstantiated generalization by
many social scientists about the egalitarian nature of Melanesian soci-
eties,4 women throughout Papua New Guinea were not given equal sta-
tus with men. 5 This is, of course, not peculiar to Papua New Guinea.
Women in many of the world’s most modern countries of the West are
still struggling for equal status. 6 However, the situation for women in
the traditional societies in Papua New Guinea was very harsh indeed.
With few exceptions women were excluded from religious or sacred
ceremonies on the grounds of their assumed inferiority.’ They were
believed to be a source of pollution dangerous to men. In fact, in many
areas “the people generally believed that if a man came into contact,
even in the most indirect manner, with menstrual blood he would sicken
and perhaps die.“ 8 Even two or three years ago, a Highlander axed his
wife to death when he found out that she had been cooking food for him
and his friends during menstruation .9 Young male novices in initiation
ceremonies were taught how to bleed their noses or their tongues, incise
the penis, or make themselves vomit by swallowing a long piece of cane.
All of these were designed to cleanse them of the polluting effects of
their mothers and other women with whom they had been living until
then.10 From then on direct contact with women had to be avoided at
all cost during the period of seclusion. Women were deliberately misled
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about the sacred rites being taught to young male novices during initia-
tion ceremonies. The sound of the sacred flutes that the young initiates
were taught to play, for example, was explained to women as being
made by large birds or celestial beings visiting the men’s club during the
period of initiation. One researcher stated, “The men agreed that the
tale was invented for the express purpose of deceiving the women and
keeping them in a position of inferiority.“ 11

Indeed, keeping women in a position of inferiority, it seems, was a
noble tradition among men in  Papua New Guinea. Real knowledge-
sacred knowledge-was denied them. l2 So were positions of leadership.
Throughout Polynesian history prior to European contact there had
been some powerful and outstanding women leaders. 13 In general, this
was not so in Melanesia, let alone in Papua New Guinea. 14 There were
no “big women,” only “big men.” The role of women in politics was
indirect, limited to some quiet influencing of their big-men husbands in
making decisions, but mostly to producing the wealth in the form of
pigs, vegetables, and other things that their husbands used in the search
for bigmanship.  l5

Social Relations and Social Control

Within the small, fragmented societies of traditional Papua New
Guinea, as in other human societies of a similar kind, relations between
members were characterized by affection, devotion to each other,
caring, and sharing. Offenses were punished, but the punishments were
controlled. Shaming the offender was a very common form of punish-
ment. A rape within a community, for example, would not necessarily
lead to killing or open warfare. Compensation was organized and paid,
or the offender was subjected to a mock fight where he was severely
dealt with by the members of the group. 16 When fighting broke out,
weapons used were normally limited to fists, sticks, or stones. Spears or
bow and arrows were generally reserved for use against enemy tribes. 17

Theft rarely occurred. Lying, stealing, adultery, murder, and incest
were strictly forbidden within these traditional societies throughout
Papua New Guinea. l8 Papua New Guinean scholars and church leaders
often point to these qualities in human relationship as noble traditions
of the people that should be preserved and passed on to future genera-
tions. 19

The only problem with this suggestion is the fact that these noble
behaviors rarely extended beyond the social, economic, and geographi-
cal boundaries of each small local community and its allies. Indeed, it
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was not at all ignoble to raid the gardens of your enemies, steal their
pigs, rape their women, or kill in spite of the fact that retaliation was
almost certain. In cases of raping women of another clan or tribe, the
ultimate and the most noble way of settling the score was to pay back in
kind or to go to war. 20 The ultimate way also of settling intercommunity
land disputes was to go to war-killing people and destroying property.
In cases of murder, payback killing was a must. All of these, in the eyes
of the people of the traditional societies in Papua New Guinea-seen
through the logic of their own philosophy of life-were very noble tra-
ditions indeed.

The use of sorcery and magic as a means of social control was an inte-
gral part of the way of life of these societies. Different varieties were
used for healing, gardening, protection, and so on. 21 A modern version
to attract love calls for a man to roll one of his pubic hairs in a cigarette
and give it to the lady of his desire. After smoking it, it is believed, the
lady will dream that night of having sexual intercourse with him, a
dream that is supposed to be realized in real life very soon. 22 However,
the most prevalent form of sorcery and magic was called black magic,
in which the aim was to kill or to make people sicken and eventually
die. The practice is still very strong in many parts of Papua New
Guinea. In November 1982 a priest reported that when a young boy
died suddenly, a meeting was held to find out who was responsible for
the sorcery that caused his death. After some discussion the boy’s father
suddenly pointed to a young woman who had been dumb since birth.
Realizing the implication of that finger pointing, the young woman
fled; the whole village chased after her. She jumped into a river and
drowned. Everyone sighed with relief. They had duly avenged the boy’s
death.23 To these people, this was indeed a noble act.

Wife bashing was another form of social control. In an article on 20
February 1987, the  Fiji Sun reported:

Papua New Guinea’s police chiefs have been told to stop bash-
ing their wives. It’s the first step in a campaign to crack down
on domestic violence in a land where husbands have for centu-
ries believed they have every right to beat their women.

“Some of you men have beat your wives,” Police Commis-
sioner David Tasion told provincial police commanders meeting
in Rabaul.

“Look gentlemen, we’ve all done it. We know we, too, are at
fault. . . . We’ve got to stop beating our wives,” he said.
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Initiation Ceremonies

One of the most noble traditions among traditional societies in Papua
New Guinea was initiation. Initiation ceremonies were instituted to
mark the entry of young people-men and women-to adulthood. 24 In
one group in the Sepik

a girl was usually living in her husband’s village at the time of
her first menses. She informed her brother, who then built a hut
in the bush where she retired for about a week with an elderly
female relative in attendance. During her seclusion, she fasted
for as long as she could and refrained from drinking and smok-
ing. Her attendant regularly rubbed her body with nettles and
taught her how to thrust a roll of the weed in and out of her
vulva. The stinging was believed to make her breasts large and
low-hanging and in general further her physical develop-
ment.25

In another area of the Sepik, in addition to bleeding the nose,
tongue cutting, and the incision of the penis, initiation also necessitated
scarification with “irresponsible bullying and swagger on the part of
the men”: 26

In the process of scarification nobody cares how the little boys
bear their pain. If they scream, some of the initiators go and
hammer on the gongs to drown the sound. The father of the
little boy will perhaps stand by and watch the process, occa-
sionally saying in a conventional way “That’s enough! that’s
enough!” but no attention is paid to him . . . when pain is
inflicted in other parts of initiation, it is done by men who
enjoy doing it and who carry out their business in a cynical,
practical-joking spirit. The drinking of filthy water is a great
joke and the wretched novices are tricked into drinking plenty
of it . . . In the first week of their seclusion, the novices are
subjected to a great variety of cruel and harsh tricks. 27

One of my students from the Sepik, in a prize-winning essay on labor
recruiting in his area, claimed that young men volunteered for work in
gold mines or plantations in order to escape these severe and painful ini-
tiation ceremonies. Others escaped by going to boarding schools. 28 It is
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hard to imagine Michael Somare, Bernard Naroboki, Tony Siaguru,
Tony Bais, and other prominent leaders from the Sepik submitting their
sons and daughters to these rituals, and yet, in the eyes of their ances-
tors, these initiation ceremonies constituted one of the most sacred and
noble traditions.

Cannibalism

Human flesh was commonly consumed in many parts of Papua New
Guinea. Two or three years before independence, two men were
brought before the court for cutting up a dead body and roasting the
meat for a meal. Their defense was that they had had nothing to do
with killing the deceased, and it was their custom to consume dead
bodies.29 The invariably fatal disease of the nervous system called  kuru,
“laughing disease,” common among the Fore people of the eastern
Highlands, is believed by medical authorities to be due to cannibalism,
particularly to eating half-cooked brain. The disease killed four to eight
females for each male death. According to one researcher, “among the
South Fore people kuru victims were regularly eaten by female kins-
women.“30 The Bena Bena people regarded the consuming of the dead
bodies of certain kinsmen as “right and proper.“ 31

The above traditional practices were sanctioned by the value systems
held by those traditional societies as noble. Yet, with the exception of
initiation ceremonies that are conveniently ignored by most of the mod-
ern elite, the present leaders of Papua New Guinea openly and vehe-
mently denounce these practices -the suppression of women, payback
killing, tribal wars, cannibalism, and the use of sorcery-urging people
to forsake them or even legislating to outlaw them. What then did the
framers of the Papua New Guinea Constitution mean by the phrase
“our noble traditions”?

By eliminating the noble traditions or practices of the ancestors men-
tioned above, the answer seems now clear. Culture is never static. It is a
living entity. It changes with the changing needs and aspirations of a
people.32 When change occurs in one aspect of the culture, all other
aspects are inevitably affected. 33 Since Christianity has been accepted
by the majority of Papua New Guineans, its principles have become an
important element in the value system of the emerging nation. This
newly integrated value system is now the criterion by which the major-
ity of Papua New Guineans decide whether an act or practice is noble or
otherwise. Cannibalism, payback killing, sorcery and magic, raiding
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the gardens of enemies, and raping their women are no longer regarded
by most Papua New Guineans as noble. The fact that some of these
things still happen, as they indeed occur also in other countries of the
world, does not indicate public acceptance or approval.

Contrary to tradition, Christian missions gave women a place in reli-
gion. Church membership was open to them, and education, both spir-
itual and secular, became available to them, although training for the
Christian ministry was normally reserved for men until very recently.
Able women became increasingly eligible for important positions of
leadership in the church and in society, in spite of strong resistance, as
might be expected, from the more conservative elements. This new
trend was further encouraged by the Australian colonial administration
after World War II and, at independence, the promotion of women
became enshrined in the Constitution 34 and the government’s Eight
Point Plan. Today many Papua New Guineans witness with pride
women’s playing important roles in politics, public service, educational
institutions, commerce, and health services. Keeping women inferior to
men is no longer acceptable to most Papua New Guineans, in accord-
ance with international trends.

The caring, sharing, and communal activities that were important
characteristics of traditional clan life were encouraged by the Christian
missions and were extended beyond tribal boundaries, even to com-
munities that had been traditional enemies. 35 The expressive aspects of
the traditional cultures, such as dancing and carving, were in many
cases related to sexual practices incongruent with Christian teaching,
and to warrior cults. On these grounds they were opposed by the mis-
sions initially, but most have now developed into pure artistic forms,
and many are no longer associated with their former cultural meanings.
Dancing, carving, and many other artistic forms of expression are part
of the national culture and, as such, are encouraged. 36

If the present noble traditions and Christian principles are in many
respects identical and in most others compatible, why is it that many
educated Papua New Guineans tend to insist on maximizing the sepa-
rateness and distinctness of what is more realistically a congruent set of
principles?

First, I believe it is part of a natural search for a national identity
from within one’s own cultural precedents. This is reinforced by under-
lying anticolonial sentiments that are difficult to eliminate entirely, con-
sidering the racial and exploitative attitudes prevalent among colonial-
ists in the past. Christianity, in the minds of many Papua New Guin-
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eans, was an important arm of colonialism. I never heard the assertion
that “Christianity was a white man’s religion” until I went to Papua
New Guinea. In Polynesia, Christianity had arrived long before the
fierce scramble for colonies that characterized the Pacific in the late
nineteenth century. The strength of traditional cultures forced the mis-
sionaries to take Christianity to the villages, 37 and the emphasis was on
religious conversion. After the people accepted Christianity, they incor-
porated it as an integral part of their cultures. The church-Roman
Catholic or Protestant-became their church, and the identification
with it was complete. 38 Even today, people who are opposed to Christi-
anity (and there are some) do so because they do not believe in religion.
anymore, or because they have adopted some other religion, such as the
Bahai faith; it is never because of any belief that Christianity is a white
man’s religion. On the contrary, whereas the overwhelming majority of
Polynesians are active Christians, most of the Europeans they meet
are not.

In contrast to Polynesia’s experience, however, the Christianization of
Melanesia coincided with the period of intense colonization in the
Pacific and elsewhere. In Papua New Guinea, the colonial administra-
tions and mission organizations worked closely together. 39 Missionaries,
including many Polynesians, were used to further the policies of colo-
nial governments in remote areas. 40 In return, the administrators
offered the missionaries security and much practical help. It was indeed
a marriage of convenience.

During this period in the history of missiology, the “industrial mis-
sion” was hailed as the correct approach to converting the heathens. 41 It
aimed at developing the whole man-body, mind, and spirit. 42 The
older approach of concentrating primarily on spiritual conversion was
regarded as too limited and inadequate. 43 Industrial mission required
the purchase of large tracts of land for plantations where the converts
would be trained in plantation work, and where laborers would be led
to know and accept Christ and to help the missions to become finan-
cially self-supporting eventually.

The mission headquarters usually had large plantations for the above
reasons as well as a school or schools, a hospital, a theological institu-
tion, and, in some places, a technical institution and an agricultural
institution.44 These headquarters became the centers of the missions.
The senior missionaries, mostly Europeans, stayed in these centers to
manage the plantations and administer the other institutions. They had
very little time to visit the villages. All important dates of the mission
calendar were celebrated in these centers. The villagers had to travel to
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the mission centers, sometimes up to two days, to celebrate Christmas,
Easter, and so on. 45

Before World War II the social, economic, and political gulf between
the missionaries and their converts in Papua New Guinea had become
so wide that any idea of bridging it, as far as Papua New Guineans were
concerned, was unthinkable. Decision making in most cases was done
entirely by the European missionaries, This situation persisted until the
1950s. The whole system closely reflected the colonial setup; it is little
wonder that in Papua New Guinea Christianity came to be regarded as
a white man’s religion and that some therefore resisted integrating it
into their own societies. In Tonga, where land is extremely scarce
because of its small size, church people often speak affectionately of the
farsightedness of earlier missionaries in securing long leases on land for
their church (999 years in some cases). In Papua New Guinea, where
land shortages are much less of a problem, the people have been
demanding, sometimes with threat of violence, the return of mission
lands; Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and United Church of Papua New
Guinea and the Solomon Islands plantations are involved. 46 In some
areas the people -church members-simply took over these plantations
by moving in and squatting.

The second reason for the tendency to maximize the separateness of
“noble tradition” and “Christian principles” is a resentment by the
younger, better-educated generation, who are now taking over the lead-
ership of the country, of the kinds of treatment that some missionaries
were supposed to have meted out to their less-educated grandparents,
parents, or siblings. An ex-seminarian, an outstanding politician and
businessman, bitterly complained when he was a student at the Univer-
sity of Papua New Guinea about how the priests treated his elder
brother “like dirt” when his brother visited him at the seminary. A
female ex-student of mine, who now holds a very high position in  a ter-
tiary institution in Papua New Guinea, told me with uninhibited frank-
ness and intense bitterness that she would never forget how Polynesian
missionaries treated her mother like a slave.

I suspect that the ex-seminarian’s brother did not consider himself to
have been treated like dirt. He may not have seen any possibility of
bridging the gap between him and the European missionaries, and was
therefore prepared to accept whatever status the priests gave him. His
better-educated and highly successful younger brother saw the situation
differently and resented it bitterly. I also suspect that the young lady’s
mother accepted as normal the treatment she received from Polynesian
missionaries. To her, as to many of her generation as well as earlier gen-
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erations, it may have been an honor and a privilege to serve in a house-
hold of a missionary, a situation with benefits as well as drawbacks. 47

Her better-educated, more sophisticated, and highly successful daugh-
ter saw only paternalism and exploitation and hence her bitterness.

The search for indigenous identity and the resentment of past colonial
practices, including certain missionary activities, by present Papua New
Guinean leaders are understandable. Both are inescapable conse-
quences of colonialism or other situations of extreme imbalance of
power. The resentment toward Christian missions is only directed at
certain practices of some missionaries and not against Christian princi-
ples. Side by side with this resentment is an appreciation of the positive
effects of colonialism and missionization. 48 There is therefore inevitably
a high degree of ambivalence in the attitudes of Papua New Guinean
leaders toward the colonial experience and Christian missions.

Papua New Guinean leaders need to be reminded that things they
have adopted from the outside world and integrated into their cultures
are no longer foreign. They have become an integral part of the emerg-
ing national culture that has begun to replace the more localized unique
traditions. There is no way of returning to those traditions of their
ancestors, many of which have ceased to be appropriate and meaning-
ful in the modern economic, political, and social context. For example,
a few years ago the government encouraged people to wear their tradi-
tional dress one day a week, to be called Toana Day. This exercise was
soon abandoned for lack of popular support. Serious attempts in other
Third World countries to revive elements of culture that are no longer
valued have been equally futile and disastrous.

Most of the framers of the Constitution of Papua New Guinea came
from families with strong Christian backgrounds. Some may not prac-
tice Christianity, some may be against organized churches, but proba-
bly none would have any objection to the basic Christian principles. It
is therefore the practices that are compatible with Christian principles
and legitimized by the spirit of British common law (which was in fact
inspired to a large degree by Christian principles) that are now re-
garded as noble traditions. These have become an integral part of the
modern Papua New Guinean way of life or culture.

If this interpretation is accepted, it means that “noble traditions” and
“Christian principles” are not two differing sets of principles, as they at
first appeared. The latter phrase is, in fact, embodied or implied in the
former. Therefore, to have had the phrase “Christian principles” in-
cluded in the Preamble of the Constitution of Papua New Guinea seems
quite redundant. To a layman like myself the inclusion of “Christian
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principles” appears to have a serious Constitutional implication, a
pledge made in the name of the people of Papua New Guinea to
“guard” Christianity “and  pass” it “on to those who come after us.” The
question that one must ask now is, does not this contradict the provi-
sions in the Constitution itself, which guarantee freedom of religion? 49
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sions. He has been taught a Christian creed divorced from Christian conduct. He is to be
pitied more than blamed” (Goldie, “The Solomon Islands,” 583).

44. See A. R. Tippett,  Solomon Islands Christianity  (London, 1967).

45. Ibid., 67; see also S. Latukefu, “The Methodist Mission and Modernization in the
Solomon Islands,” in  The History of Melanesia,  edited by K. S. Inglis (Canberra, 1969),
311-312.
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46. Some missions are now in the process of returning some plantations to the traditional
landowners.

47. In Tonga, young women who served as house girls to missionaries were very much
sought after as wives because of the skills they had learned in housekeeping from mission-
ary wives. When I visited former Methodist mission villages in Papua New Guinea for
research in the 1970s I was struck by the degree of loyalty and affection expressed by
elderly men and women toward their ex-missionary teachers from Fiji, Tonga, and
Samoa, claiming that they had owed so much in their lives to these people.

48. Most of today’s Papua New Guinean leaders grew up in families with very strong mis-
sionary backgrounds. Many received their education in mission schools, and some, such as
Father John Momis, continue to maintain strong involvement with their respective
churches today. Speaking before the United Nations General Assembly in October 1984,
the then Papua New Guinea Minister for Foreign Affairs, the Honorable Rabbie L. Nama-
liu, said that the people of Papua New Guinea “were-mercifully-spared the worst
excesses of colonialism” elsewhere (R. L. Namaliu, “Address . . . to the Thirty-ninth Ses-
sion of the United Nations General Assembly,” October 1984, pp. 15-16).

49. Constitution, Section 45,34.




