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Cultural Landscapes

m o n s a n to m e e ts m a ry d o u g l a s

August 26, 2001, was a sunny and warm day in southern France. Shortly
after noon, a group of men and women began to convene on a small plot
of land near the rural town of Auch, a region well known for its culinary
delights and picturesque beauty. A distinctly festive atmosphere prevailed.
Many arrived on the scene with picnic baskets brimming with Roquefort
cheese, foie gras, potted duck, and other regional specialties. To look at the
smiling faces in the crowd, one would think it was a belated Bastille Day
celebration, rather than the inauguration of a clandestine operation that by
the end of the day would render all participants guilty of “trespassing, property destruction, and theft” (Ford 2001). When the assembly reached approximately 150 strong, the small contingent got to work. Armed with
scythes, machetes, scissors, and pruning hooks, the group set about razing
a plot of genetically modified maize. Within five minutes, the eightysquare-yard plot of corn had been felled, leaving behind nothing but rows
of stalks. The protestors then piled the offending crop into the trunks of
their cars before driving to the nearby site of Cleon d’Andran, where they
cut down another field of experimental corn while police officers watched
from the sidelines (Mallet 2001).
What took place on that warm summer day was not the first—or the
last—attack on French soil directed against the expanding use of genetic en20

gineering in agriculture. In 1997, a group of protestors in Nerac, also in
southern France, demolished a stock of genetically modified corn seed belonging to the Swiss multinational Novataris AG (Egan 2003; Sciclino
2002). Two years later, protestors razed genetically altered rice plants and
related research facilities at Cirad, an internationally funded agricultural research institute attached to Montpellier University (Graham 2001; Sciclino
2002).
The driving force behind these and similar campaigns has been the Confederation Paysanne (CP), a militant French farmers’ organization first
formed in 1987. Led by José Bove, a Parisian intellectual turned activist
farmer (Klee 1999), the Confederation Paysanne is seeking to obliterate all
genetic crop experiments in France and to protest what it sees as the growing imperialism of multinational biotech companies (Godoy 2003).1 For his
efforts in masterminding these and other demonstrations, Bove was sentenced to ten months in jail, but he served only five weeks. He emerged
from imprisonment as one of France’s most popular heroes and within days
appeared onstage in front of two hundred thousand supporters, where he
once again spoke out against what he called “the seeds of death” (Henley
2003).2 “The judge did us a great service by throwing me in jail,” Bove said.
“We couldn’t have asked for better publicity” (quoted in Sancton 1999).
Since genetically modified organisms (GMOs) first appeared on the
scene in the early 1990s, their use has created a storm of controversy. Recent developments in science and technology have made it possible for
genes to be transferred from one species to another, either by inserting them
directly into the cells of a recipient organism, or by infecting cells with them
using an altered virus or synthetic vector. The tools needed to achieve these
transfers of genes have been available since the advent of recombinant DNA
(rDNA) technology in the 1980s. This technology splices a gene from one
organism into a piece of DNA from a virus or some other small object, and
then uses that object to bring the new genetic material to a desired chromosome, often the chromosome of another species (Carlson 2001). In this
manner, genes from bacteria (in particular, Bacillus thuringiensis, or Bt)
have been transferred to plants, including corn and cotton, to protect them
from a variety of pests.3 Similarly, genes can be moved between human beings and fish or between animals and vegetables, depending on the desired
objective of the transfer (Mulugu 1998).
The first plant food derived from a genetically modified crop to be sold
in North America was the FlavrSavr tomato. It was introduced in 1994 and
carried a gene that reduced the production of the fruit’s ripening enzyme,
c u lt u r a l l a n d s c a p e s
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thereby extending its shelf life. Soon to follow were crush-resistant zucchini, virus-resistant watermelons, and insect-resistant corn and potatoes
(Rugg 2002). Crops that tolerate herbicides, such as soybeans and canola,
appeared in 1996. These crops tolerate chemical herbicides, allowing farmers to kill early-season weeds in their fields, thereby reducing the need for
spraying later (Guyan 1999). The introduction of “golden rice” in 2000 was
the first example of a genetically modified crop that was intended to benefit not just its farmers, but also the consumers who eat it. In this case, the
consumers include at least a million children who die each year, and an additional 350,000 who go blind, because of a vitamin A deficiency. By adding
two plant genes and one bacterial gene to the crop, this “miracle rice” allows beta carotene to be synthesized in the edible portion of the plant,
rather than in its leaves, thereby substantially improving the nutritional
value of the crop (Kohl 2001; Nash 2000; Ruggs 2002).
At the time of this writing, manufacturers had highlighted six purported
uses of GMO technology (de Gruchy 2002):

. To increase crop yields
. To produce crops that can withstand environmental pressures such as
drought, excessive soil salinity, or frost

. To increase the nutritional value of plants so that a variety of crops
would carry certain amino acids that they currently lack

. To enhance resistance to disease, weeds, and pests
. To reduce the need for fertilizers and other chemicals
. To improve the flavor and shelf life of crops
To date, more than forty genetically modified crops, including chicory, papayas, potatoes, squash, sugar, beets, and tomatoes, have been approved for
commercial use by various agencies in the United States (Toner 2002). Researchers are hoping to develop crops in the future that will produce inedible commodities. Two such possibilities include plants that can be used as
raw material for biodegradable plastics and plants that can replace animal
and petroleum products as the basis of cosmetics (Kenward 1994).
Given all of these decidedly beneficent attributes, one may wonder why
anyone would object to the use of GMOs in crop development. Yet object
they have. In 1998, farmers in India torched test plots of genetically modi22
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fied cotton in a demonstration they called Operation Cremation Monsanto
(Anonymous 1998; Desmarais 2002). Later that same year, protestors in Ireland destroyed several experimental fields of genetically engineered potatoes
(Ivins 1999). In 1999, demonstrators dumped four tons of modified soya
beans outside British prime minister Tony Blair’s residence at 10 Downing
Street. At the 2001 World Social Summit in Port Alegro, Brazil, French,
Basque, and Indonesian farmers joined forces with their Brazilian counterparts, uprooting three hectares of GM soya and occupying the laboratories
and stores where the seeds were held (Guyan 1999). Although North Americans have tended to be somewhat more accepting of GMOs, here too, the
opposition has been spreading.4 In April 2001, the National Farmers Union
in Canada and the National Family Farm Coalition in the United States announced they were exploring joint actions to ban the introduction of GM
wheat in North America (Desmarais 2002).
Academic discussions concerning the negative response to GMOs have
often focused on safety issues and political concerns. Given that genetic engineering alters the chemical structure of plants, some have argued that
these organisms could pose a threat to people with sensitive immune systems, for example by causing unanticipated allergic reactions (Kaiser 2000:
1867). Other commentators have expressed concern about a system that in
creating patents (that is, patenting modified food), will also create monopolies, not to mention force “developing” countries into greater dependency
on multinational corporations (Pottage n.d. a, n.d. b; Shiva 2000). These
arguments have a great deal of force behind them. What comes as something of a surprise is that neither of these concerns appear to weigh heavily
on the popular imagination. In September 2003, the British government,
under the auspices of the Agriculture and Environment Biotechnology
Commission (AEBC), carried out a national survey of public attitudes
toward GMOs. Respondents were asked to state their views on genetic
modification and the growing of genetically modified crops in the United
Kingdom. Did they want genetic modification and genetically modified
crops to be adopted in the United Kingdom? If they were prepared to consider the widespread use of GMOs in the future, what information or evidence would they like to see presented first? (AEBC 2003).
While the majority of respondents (a resounding 86 percent) were vehemently opposed to the use of GMOs under any circumstances, human
health risks and political concerns rated last and second to last on respondents’ lists of objections (AEBC 2003: 19–21). Far more pressing in the
minds of many was a vague anxiety concerning the “unintended consec u lt u r a l l a n d s c a p e s
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quences” that might accompany GMOs (Bremmer 1998). “Right now,
GMOs are like a child that is not fully developed,” says Micos Ruzicka who
runs an organic food club from his home near Prague. “We don’t yet know
the consequences” (quoted in Becker 2003). This notion of “unintended
consequence” is rich in implications. It encapsulates a broad range of ideas
concerning how “life” is imagined in the West, including the extent to
which a biological paradigm grounds not only Euro-American ideas about
“kinship,” but also how we imagine our relationship to other beings in the
organic world.
One of the most interesting findings of the AEBC report is that the notion of crossing “species boundaries” is what Europeans and North Americans find particularly disquieting. As noted by the authors of this survey,
“people opposed to GM were generally far more opposed to trans-species
applications, than others, especially GM animals” (AEBC 2003: 22). Central to the folk model of Europeans and North Americans is the view that
all constituents of the organic world fall into certain naturally occurring
types that can be defined on the basis of their unique reproductive histories. This system of ideas dates back to the seventeenth century, when the
botanist John Ray suggested that sexual reproduction be used to classify the
natural world. Ray argued that however much variation existed among individuals of the same general type, “one species never springs from the seed
of another or vice versa” (quoted in Mayr 1982: 257). Since that time,
species have been defined by Western audiences in terms of their ability to
mate and produce reproductively viable offspring.
For many Europeans and North Americans, the most disturbing thing
about genetic engineering is that it involves taking genes from one organism and introducing them into the reproductive cycle of another, thereby
confounding what is seen to be the “purity” of a natural type. The concept
of “genetic pollution”—an idea that figures prominently in the anti-GM
literature—is grounded in such an interpretative framework. A publicinterest story published in the Progressive by Ben Lilliston outlines what
such a notion of “contamination” entails: “Susan Fitzgerald and her husband operate a 1,800 acre farm outside Hancock, Minnesota. Last year,
Fitzgerald’s 100 acres of organic corn showed evidence of genetic contamination as did her neighbor’s organic corn crop. The pollen had traveled
more than 120 feet from another neighbor’s farm. Instead of selling her organic corn crop for approximately $4.00 a bushel, she had to sell her crop
on the open market for $1.67” (2001: 26; italics added). Lilliston’s article
goes on to discuss a common concern about GMOs: that genes from a ge24
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netically modified organism can be carried to places where they are not supposed to go (see also Pollan 2001). The concept of genetic pollution implies
an essentialist view of the world. It assumes that life forms fall into naturally occurring types and that it is only within these types (and not between
them) that genetic material should be exchanged.
In the minds of many Europeans and North Americans, crossing species
boundaries is not only intuitively “wrong,” but potentially dangerous as
well, insomuch as it “interferes with nature” (Lofstedt 2003). In 2002, the
United States Food and Drug Administration commissioned a team of interdisciplinary researchers to examine the safety of applying biotechnology
to animal products used for food. After considering the issue, the commission reported that although it had some reservations about the safety of
food derived from gene-altered animals, its principal worry when it came
to GMOs lay elsewhere. As reported in the New York Times: “The 12-member committee of scientists, doctors and other experts said its biggest concern about the new technology was the potential of certain genetically engineered organisms to escape and reproduce in the natural environment.
Modified insects, fish, shellfish and other animals could easily escape and
threaten their natural counterparts. . . . The panel said gene-altered salmon
given the ability to grow at an accelerated rate might compete more successfully for food and mates than natural varieties, causing wild salmon to
die out” (Leary 2002). GMOs were created in the laboratory and through
intentional human effort; this apparently means that they are no longer
“natural.” These organisms have been transformed, rendered “unnatural,”
by the conditions under which they were brought into existence. It follows
that GMOs pose a threat to their “wild” counterparts. Should these organisms interbreed with ones that have not been so modified, they will taint
what is otherwise a “natural” type. Ironically, the end result of this process
of interbreeding will be extinction.5
Central to the notion of the “unintended consequence” is a perception
of evolution run amok. Moving genes between organisms, it is felt, will lead
to evolutionary Armageddon. In the words of Cavanah (2002), a process of
“(un)natural selection will take over,” giving rise to a world populated by
nightmarish organisms and open to life-threatening possibilities. Herbicide-resistant crops will lead to the production of “super-weeds” that
human beings will be unable to control in the long run (Goodyear-Smith
2001; Kenward 1994). Pest-resistant crops will enter the food chain and
wreak havoc on organisms they were not intended to harm (Knestout 2000;
Niles 2001).6 New diseases will be born, and old ones will mutate and dec u lt u r a l l a n d s c a p e s
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velop resistance to antibiotics that were previously effective (Bremmer
1998). Ultimately at risk, we are told, is the biodiversity of the planet, and
with it the economies of human beings the world over. In describing the
discovery of pest-resistant corn varieties in Mexico, journalist Michael Pollan writes:
The country where corn was probably first domesticated, Mexico, is today
the source of the crop’s greatest genetic diversity. Now that diversity could
well be threatened. . . . The presence of transgenes in what some experts
call “the cradle of corn” represents a threat to the crop’s biodiversity.
Should the traits introduced into Mexican fields confer an evolutionary biological advantage (for insect resistance, say) on certain plants, their offspring could crowd out older varieties, leading to the extinction of genes
we may some day need. For whenever a good crop suffers a catastrophic
failure—as when blight destroyed the potato crop in Ireland—breeders return to that crop’s center of diversity to find genes for resistance. Next
time around, the genes may be nowhere to be found. (Pollan 2001: 74)

The symbolism manifest in current demonstrations against GMOs is illustrative of the aforementioned themes. It has become commonplace for
opponents of biotechnology to label GM crops “Frankenfoods,” evoking
Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s Frankenstein, in which life is created in the
laboratory, only to be set loose on society with disastrous consequences. A
similar message underlies the gift of a three-sleeved T-shirt presented to
Prime Minister Tony Blair upon his return from a state visit to Barbados
in August 2003. Manufactured in Wales by the Cardigan Bay company,
“the T-shirt was intended as a tongue-in-cheek critique on the spread of
GM in [Britain] against the wishes of the people” (Brindley 2003). Ninety
additional garments were made and sent to leaders and policy makers the
world over. In the words of Davie Hieatt, one of the company’s cofounders: “Part of our company’s aim is to make people think about the
world we live in and we are trying, in our own little way, to get the issues
debated. . . . There are always unintended consequences of the things we
do and in 10 or 20 years, no doubt we will find out what they are” (quoted
in Brindley 2003).
I have argued that however compelling political and safety-related reasons may be, they do not account for the intensity of public reaction against
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GMOs. (To reiterate the findings of the AEBC report, these issues rated last
and second to last on the lists of respondents concerns.) Instead, much of the
negative response to GMOs stems from the fact that they transgress what
Europeans and North Americans see to be innate distinctions in “nature.”
As Mary Douglas told us forty years ago, confounding the categories upon
which a conceptual system rests will be seen by its adherents as being not
only polluting but also dangerous (1966). In Euro-American folk wisdom,
essential distinctions exist between certain forms of life, and these, in turn,
reflect their unique reproductive histories.
It is highly significant that the practice of mutagenesis by plant breeders
has not met with the same kind of resistance that has accompanied the
manufacture of transspecies GMOs. Mutagenesis involves exposing plants
to a variety of mutagens, including chemicals or gamma radiation, in order
to induce mutations in the structure of the plant, thereby giving rise to
novel characteristics that can be passed on to subsequent generations
(Davies 2001: 427; cf. Nuttall 1998). The new traits can then be selected and
introduced into new cultigens using traditional plant-breeding techniques.
The practice of mutagenesis has not prompted any strong reaction on the
part of the public despite the fact that it also uses biotechnology to intentionally introduce a change in the genetic structure of an organism. Unlike
those techniques of genetic engineering that rely on transgenic (i.e., “interspecies”) applications, mutagenesis does not involve crossing so-called
species barriers (Davies 2001: 427). Consequently it is viewed as nonthreatening.
In the remainder of this chapter, I will sketch the contours of a very
different world, one in which biological reproduction is not seen to ground
a set of fixed and enduring distinctions. If “crossing” species boundaries is
threatening to the social order in the West, for Kamea, by contrast, it is constitutive of it.7 For Kamea, human reproductive potential is directly tied to
other “species” rather than being defined in contradistinction to them. As
we shall see, this carries with it a number of important implications. Life,
generation, and property relations all take on a radically different slant
when viewed through Kamea eyes. A second aim of this chapter is to highlight the extent to which a particular vision of biology has structured more
than Euro-American conceptions of the “natural world”: it also has entered
social science thought, influencing how anthropologists interpret the social
life of others. Before considering Kamea human-environmental relations in
detail, I turn briefly to the world of contemporary anthropological theory.

c u lt u r a l l a n d s c a p e s
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s o c i a l i z i n g n at u re

Over the last few years, the discipline of anthropology has witnessed a resurgence of interest in matters pertaining to the “physical” world. Indeed, the
related themes of environmentalism (Brosius 1997, 1999a, 1999b; Escobar
1998a, 1999; Milton 1993; Zerner 1994, 2000) and “historical ecology”
(Crumley 1994) are fast becoming common concerns to the practitioners
of our discipline. Although an interest in “nature” is hardly new to an intellectual enterprise that defines itself as being oriented toward the study of
its supposed antithesis—“culture”—this new brand of theorizing is claiming to go where none of its analytic forbearers have gone before. The cerebralism of structural analysis (Douglas 1966; E. Leach 1964; Lévi-Strauss
1966, 1967) and the adaptive functionalism of cultural ecology (Damas
1969; Hardesty 1977; Lee and DeVore 1968; Rappaport 1968, 1979; Vayda
1969) have been replaced with a view of the “natural” world that is eminently social (or better yet, “socialized”) in nature.
One of the most cogent statements to emerge from this new theoretical
vein is set forth by Philippe Descola in a paper entitled, appropriately
enough, “Societies of Nature and the Nature of Society” (1992). Motivated
by a desire to “isolate unconscious schemes of praxis through which each
society objectifies certain types of relationships with its environment” (Descola and Pálsson 1996: 17), Descola argues that “there is a homology between the way in which we address “nature” and the way in which we address ‘others’ ” (Descola 1992: 111; cf. Bird-David 1993). Drawing upon both
published accounts and his own research in Amazonia, Descola suggests
that human beings draw upon the categories of social life to structure in
conceptual terms the relationships between themselves and “natural”
species (Descola 1992: 114).8 In the South American rain forest, this plays
itself out via patterns of marital alliance. Where women are obtained from
enemy groups on head-hunting raids, human beings are said to perceive
their link with “nature” as being based on predation. But where women circulate between exogamous groups through a principle of generalized exchange, human-environmental relations are characterized by an ethos of
balanced reciprocity. “Nature,” in this view, is neither purely “mental” nor
“material” in its range of ramifications; rather, it takes its cue from the particular nexus of social relationships within which it is embedded (cf. BirdDavid 1993; Bloch 1992; Ingold 1994; Rival 1993).
Descola’s thesis is particularly compelling to consider from the vantage
point of highland New Guinea ethnography. From the late 1950s, when an28
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thropologists first began to carry out research in the newly contacted highlands of Papua New Guinea, the search has been on for a theoretical paradigm that could adequately account for the forms of sociality they encountered. Unlike their colleagues working in Africa and elsewhere,
ethnographers of New Guinea have always been hard pressed to identify
anything resembling stable social groups. Described in terms of its “looseness” (Pouwer 1960; Watson 1965), “plasticity” (Kaberry 1967), and interminable fluidity, Melanesian sociality appears to fly in the face of everything
that Westerners hold dear about an ordered society. The difficulties that
ethnographers have faced were described early on by J. A. Barnes (1962) in
a now-classic article in which he documents the inadequacy of descentbased models for this part of the world. New Guineans, in short, appear to
be far less interested in building a “society” than they are in creating those
distinctions that make particular types of social relationships possible (cf.
M. Strathern 1988; Wagner 1975).
Given this, an interesting problem presents itself: if, as Descola argues,
human beings model their relationships with “nature” on how they treat
the “other,” what happens when “otherness” is subject to ongoing renegotiation—when sociality is a becoming rather than a fait accompli and cultural
distinctions must be elicited rather than merely acted out?9
In the following sections of this chapter, I consider these issues from the
perspective of Kamea. A central question I ask is: how do human beings
conceptualize their relationship to other life forms when their ties to one
another are subject to ongoing creation? Through an examination of how
Kamea frame intergenerational continuity, I will show that the resources
upon which they depend for a living—the land and the different types of
flora and fauna that they utilize—are not simply appropriated via preexisting social ties, but instead furnish an important venue through which
salient social distinctions are created in the first place. Gender and different categories of social relationships sediment out of the differential uses to
which the non-human world is put. What Europeans and North Americans
separate as the discrete domains of “nature” and “culture” are for them part
of an encompassing social whole. The pages that follow thus establish
ethnographically the mutual embeddedness of human social life and the organic world.
In pursuing these themes, I turn first to an examination of how Kamea
occupy space and how they live upon the serrated landscape they call home.
Here, we shall see how indigenous conceptions of male (oka) and female
(apaka) go together to form a productive whole at the level of the housec u lt u r a l l a n d s c a p e s

29

hold. I then turn to a more detailed examination of how the landscape is
perceived, including its role in defining human social relations. I will
demonstrate that lineal relations (what an earlier generation of anthropologists glossed as relationships based on “descent”) are created among
Kamea as part of an ongoing process whereby men come to inscribe their
social identities on the land. Through the planting of select trees (including several varieties of pandanus, ficus, and palm lilly), intergenerational
links are formed between men who work the same land, not on the basis of
shared biogenetic substance, but rather through their joint ability to share
in the creation of a personified landscape. This chapter then turns to a detailed consideration of the connection between maleness, intergenerational
time, and the organic world. In the next chapter, I pick up on the other half
of this “productive whole” by considering how relationships defined
through women intersect with male sociality and the ties that men establish with a variety of environmental forms.

c u lt i vat i n g co n n e c t i o n s

An outsider approaching the Kamea habitat for the first time is likely to be
struck by an overwhelming sense of isolation. Miles of unbroken rain forest dominate a landscape that appears to lie cloaked beneath a perpetual
blanket of low-lying fog. Far removed from vehicular roads and the quiet
bustle of the larger coastal centers, the Kamea territory is a land of visual
and topographical extremes. Containing nearly two thousand square miles
of bush, it extends from the softly rolling hills of southern Gulf Province
through the razor-backed ridges that make up New Guinea’s central
cordillera. Population densities throughout the region are among the lowest in the country, averaging in some places fewer than four persons per
square mile (Provincial Data System Community Register 1978).
Across this vast expanse of territory, the household emerges as the operational social unit. Although mission and government agents have been
strenuous in their attempts to promote a collective village-based lifestyle,
Kamea have always exhibited a marked preference for living in the bush. It
is common to find that even when a couple maintains a house in one of the
newly created villages, they are likely to spend a considerable portion of
their time in the bush, sleeping in garden houses for days, sometimes even
weeks. For some, this is a matter of practicality. Gardens are often situated
several hours’ walk from settlements, making it difficult to return to the vil30
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Figure 1. A mountain airstrip. In the absence of vehicular roads, one travels through
the Kamea region either by foot or by small aircraft. Photo by Sandra Bamford.

lage at the end of each day’s work. But more than simple pragmatism is involved. Bush living is a way of life. Indeed, prior to the imposition of colonial rule during the 1960s, it was the only way of life; people lived in solitary homesteads scattered throughout the bush, much to the chagrin of
patrol officers, whose task it became to see to their administration. For
many people, this pattern continues to be the preferred mode of residence.
After spending a day or two at Titamnga, most people are ready to seek out
the quiet solitude of their gardens, to escape the watchful eyes of their
friends and neighbors and the ongoing demands of social reciprocity that
living in close quarters frequently entails.
A man, his wife, and their children, then, form a residential unit. The
permanent men’s house—a feature commonly found elsewhere in the highlands (Godelier 1986; Herdt 1981; Jorgensen 1981; Poole 1981; Read 1952,
1954)—is notably absent throughout the Kamea area. Occasionally, two
brothers will build their houses side by side, or a son will settle near his father, thereby forming a tiny hamlet. In the past, these settlements were
staked off by rows of cordyline (palm lily) and wild sugarcane for defensive
purposes.
Like most of their neighbors, Kamea derive a living from a combination
c u lt u r a l l a n d s c a p e s
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of shifting horticulture and the raising of pigs. Gardens are generally cut
from secondary forest and are productive for a period of two to three years.
The main crop is sweet potato, which is cultivated in family plots at elevations ranging from two thousand to six thousand feet. Sugarcane, banana,
taro, and pitpit are planted intermittently throughout the garden, wherever
space permits. Because seasonal changes are slight in terms of rainfall and
temperature, crops are planted and harvested on an ongoing basis. As the
yields of the garden currently under production begin to diminish, a new
patch of ground will be cleared and planted in anticipation of future use.
Old gardens are allowed to return to secondary growth before being used
again.
While men and women cooperate in subsistence activities, there is little
collaboration beyond the household level. The pattern frequently encountered in other highland societies, whereby several related kinspersons till
gardens together as a team, does not take place in the Kamea region.10 This
is related, in part, to the system of land tenure. Unlike those areas of Papua
New Guinea where corporate groups are vested with the joint ownership
of a territory, plots at Titamnga are held and farmed by individual families.11 When a man dies, his holdings are generally distributed among his
sons, each of whom manages his share of the estate as he sees fit.
Although most people garden on their own land, some flexibility exists
in land-tenure arrangements. Affines, classificatory siblings, and matrilateral kin are often granted temporary rights to use a specific plot of ground.
Should a woman find, for example, that she and her husband are always
“hungry,” she might approach her father or brother with the request that
she be allocated space to work a garden on their land. Such appeals are almost never denied. Rights to the borrowed land end with cultivation; once
the crops have been harvested, the ground automatically returns to the control of the original owner. At the time of my fieldwork, probably 20 percent of the gardens under production were being worked by persons who
lacked permanent title to the land. These nontitled individuals come and
go, gardening for a time on land belonging to them and then on land belonging to others. Occasionally, more enduring rights to land are negotiated, a point that I will discuss in greater detail below.
Hunting and gathering follow gardening in terms of economic importance. A wide variety of food is collected from the forest, including several
types of edible fruits, greens, and mushrooms. Women and children collect
these items, along with several kinds of small game (i.e., insects, birds, frogs,
lizards, and rats) as they go about their daily rounds. Men hunt larger game
32
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animals, such as wild pigs and marsupials. While these contribute minimally to the diet, they figure centrally within the context of social and ritual presentations. Finally, Kamea also raise three types of animals: pigs,
chickens, and dogs, the latter for hunting purposes.
Subsistence activities are structured in such a way that cross-sex relationships are a necessary component of production. Men fell trees and clear
the underbrush, build fences and construct the support poles for sugarcane
and banana. They are also responsible for the initial firing of plots and for
planting the cordylines and stakes that act as boundary markers. Yet, if men
are involved in the initial stages of garden work, it is their wives who assume
the responsibility of day-to-day production. Kamea women do most of the
planting, weeding, and harvesting, and take care of those minor garden repairs that are necessary on a regular basis. The moral character of a woman
is frequently judged in terms of her capacity to make a garden flourish. The
“good woman” (awati apaka) is one who not only maintains an amicable
relationship with her husband, but who possesses the knowledge and commitment to make the cultigens in her garden thrive. A man who is angry
with his wife often voices his complaints through euphemisms that critique
her gardening capabilities.
In its composition, the garden exists as an externalized image of those relationships that went into its production. Just as the household combines
male and female in the form of husband and wife, the garden exists as an
embodiment of their joint labors. The men and women of Titamnga maintain that a well-balanced garden should contain a healthy mix of both
“male” and “female” crops (Herdt 1981; LiPuma 1988; Tuzin 1972). Taro, banana, and sugarcane are all male cultigens par excellence in that they are all
said to do particularly well under the ministrations of men. Should a man
find himself alone with nightfall approaching, he would not hesitate to harvest any of these crops from his garden, something that he would rarely do
with any of the other, “female” cultigens (sweet potatoes, cabbage, pumpkin, onions, tomatoes, corn, and a variety of leafy greens).12
It is significant that many of those crops planted by a husband and wife
team are spoken of as being the “children” of the married couple. Created
through the union of male and female efforts, the garden exists as an objectification of the marital relationship. If the relationship thrives, the garden thrives; if the relationship falters, the garden similarly falters. In terms
of indigenous categories, cultivated pandanus nut trees (anaka) occupy a
particularly compelling place in Kamea thought. Possessing a life span of
some sixty or seventy years, these trees reflect the care and attention of sevc u lt u r a l l a n d s c a p e s
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eral generations of human beings. Pandanus nut trees are “personalized” in
the sense that each is assigned its own name, like a child, and the memory
of all those who planted and tended to each tree over time is carefully preserved. Land disputes are frequently discussed entirely in terms of the history of these trees, which serve as points of attachment to specific tracts of
land.
By engaging in repeated acts of cultivation, traces of human identity
come to be left on the landscape. Men and women move through a “mosaic of special places, each stamped by human intention, value, and memory” (Buttimer 1976: 283; cf. M. Kahn 1990; Maschio 1994; Rodman 1987;
Schieffelin 1976). Patches of secondary regrowth, former house sites, and
tracks through the forest all bear the imprint of human activity. These sites
are named, and their names provide a record of human movement across
the landscape over time (see Maschio 1994). As Ingold (1993) has noted
within a similar context, “the environment tells, or rather is a story. It enfolds the lives and times of predecessors who, over the generations have
moved around in it and played their part in its formation” (152). Even a
young Kamea child possesses detailed knowledge of the multiplicity of
names that render the landscape meaningful in human terms. As my consultants taught me some of these names, they recounted stories about the
people who had occupied the land before them and of those events that had
given rise to a particular place and its name.
Children ease into this world of adult responsibility where the history of
human beings and other life forms coalesce. Infants and toddlers of either
sex stick close to their mother as she goes about her daily rounds. While
women garden, their sons or daughters sleep nearby in the shade of a tree,
frequently cradled in a string bag. Those who are capable of doing so frolic
about on the sides of slopes, unaware that a world of any consequence exists beyond the narrow confines of the sweet potato patch. Youngsters rarely
venture far from the watchful eyes of their mothers. A child left unattended,
even for a short period of time, is an easy mark for one of the many categories of bush spirits (hiey’ya) who live nearby and are known to steal
human children and bring them to their rocky lair. By the age of seven or
eight, girls are expected to leave behind the carefree exuberance of youth,
and to help their mothers with domestic chores, including the care of
younger siblings. Daughters will be allocated a small corner of the family
garden where they are expected to plant and tend their own cultigens. A girl
who fails to pull her weight in terms of subsistence activities will feel the
consequences of her actions at mealtime. Gradually, almost imperceptibly
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at first, a mother will begin to allocate smaller and smaller portions of food
to her daughter in the hopes of encouraging her to tend to her own needs.
By the age of ten or so, girls are expected to be largely self-sufficient, with
the exception of owning land and meeting those subsistence needs that fall
outside the female half of the division of labor.
While girls are taking up the digging stick (uka), their brothers are entering into a more mobile way of life. From the age of nine or ten, through
the teenage years, young boys take to exploring the high mountain forest.
Male youths range over a vast expanse of territory, in the process becoming
deeply familiar with the contours of their habitat. They can often be seen
heading out in groups of two or three to catch tadpoles in a stream or to
sharpen their skills with a bow and arrow in the bush. They may spend a
few days visiting kinsmen in salt-making camps, or perusing pandanus
groves in search of an unexpected windfall of nuts.
As he gets older, a boy will be shown the land of his father. Gaining access to land is not an automatic concomitant of patrifiliation. Rather, it is
contingent upon knowing the history of the land in question and those features of the landscape that mark it as belonging to a particular line of men.
It is the responsibility of a boy’s father to walk him about the land he may
one day inherit, pointing out the boundaries of the allotment and the exact
location of different resources (cf. Rodman 1987; Rohatynskyj 1990). A boy
will also be taught who worked the land before him, and where his predecessors gardened, built their houses, and hunted for game. Fathers also
teach their sons about the mythic events that led to the creation of those
topographical features that characterize the present-day terrain.
Sometime between the ages of nine and thirteen, boys are initiated into
the men’s cult. The building of a temporary men’s clubhouse in the bush
inaugurates the ritual cycle, and it is here that boys will have their noses
pierced by older initiated men during the first phase of the ritual sequence
(see chapter 3 for further details). Having been initiated, a young boy is
ready to marry and to form a household of his own. Most Kamea marry for
the first time in their mid to late teens, following the onset of menarche in
girls and the completion of initiation by boys. Second-degree cross-cousins
(on either the mother’s or father’s side) are the preferred category of spouse,
and in most cases constitute the actual choice of a marriage partner. Although marriages are arranged by the parents of the bride and groom when
their sons and daughters are still quite young (often in their infancy), the
actual timing of the event is subject to considerable speculation. The most
definitive sign that the nuptials are imminent is when a young man begins
c u lt u r a l l a n d s c a p e s
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to clear a garden of his own for the first time. Once the land has been
cleared and is ready for planting, the girl’s parents will bring their daughter to her husband-to-be. By this act, the couple is wed and a new garden
will be brought into production.
The contours of the lived world are beginning to emerge. An understanding of how men and women move through space and relate to nonhuman forms begins with the household and those relationships of which
it is composed. However, men and women at Titamnga do not simply act
upon the nonhuman world vis-à-vis an assemblage of ready-made identities and relationships. Salient social distinctions emanate out of the organic
world, rather than imposing themselves upon it. To grasp this point, we
need to delve deeper into Kamea understandings of the organic world,
which is the subject of the next section of this chapter.

n a r r at i ve s o f co n t i n u i t y

The relationships that men form with specific tracts of land are remembered through time and form the basis upon which generational continuity is conceived. Drawing upon these links, Kamea construct an account of
their own history that extends back in time to the origins of humanity. The
following myth establishes the baseline upon which Kamea understandings
of the past are built.
Akeanga was the maker of all tambuna (ancestors). He was married to two
women who were related as sisters. One day Akeanga went out to look for
game in the bush and he returned a short time later with a kuskus (a type of
tree kangaroo) in hand. He butchered the animal and carefully wrapped its
meat in the bark of a tree, and then handed the bundle to his wives so that
they might cook it. Without the women knowing it, however, Akeanga had
slipped human feces into the bark container along with the meat.
The two women made a fire and set about cooking the game while their
husband covered up with a malo (bark cloth) and went to sleep. When the
meat was cooked, the younger sister removed the container from the fire
and split it open. Upon viewing the contents she immediately became suspicious and said to her elder sister, “Our husband has tried to trick us, this
is shit.” The two women became very angry. As Akeanga slept, they quietly
crept outside and set fire to the house with their husband still inside. The
women watched the fire progress until they were certain that it blocked the
door, and then headed off toward the bush.
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The women walked steadily for about five minutes and then turned
around to examine their handiwork. From an adjacent ridge, they could
see smoke rising from the burning house as it filled the horizon with a
dense black cloud. The women traveled further and then turned to look
again. As they watched the fire progress, they could hear a popping noise
as their husband’s stomach exploded in the fire.
The sisters hid in the bush for one day. They slept alongside a pool of
water and in the morning they returned to the scene of the house fire.
Using a stick, they carefully broomed up the debris from the fire, separating out the bones of their husband from the rest of the ashes. The women
then bundled up the remains of their husband in a bark cloak and deposited his bones inside a pool of water.
With Akeanga safely housed in his watery grave, the sisters continued
on to a house in the bush where they slept for three consecutive nights. On
the fourth morning, they returned to the pool of water and saw that the
bones of their husband had turned into tadpoles. The women went back
to the house in the bush, and after some time had elapsed, they returned
to the pool of water once again. This time, they saw that the tadpoles had
turned into tiny little men who were splashing about in their aqueous
habitat. The women went back to the house in the bush where they began
to make arm bands (ituka), net bags (ka), bark cloth (malo), grass skirts
(aka), and the “back apron” (simga) traditionally worn by men. When they
visited the pool of water several days later, they saw that the men had performed initiation on themselves, and that each now sported a hole in his
nasal septum.
The sisters returned to their bush house where they remained a long
time. The elder sister set about making grass skirts for men (apisa) while
the younger sister made several grass skirts for women (wiwonga). When
they checked the pool of water several days later, the “tadpole-men” were
nowhere to be found. Leading away from the pond, stamped in the soft
black earth, were a series of footprints which the sisters followed to the
base of a tree. As they approached the tree, the women could hear the men
talking inside, and they took a stone ax and made an incision in the trunk.
Several full-grown men popped out. The sisters made a second slit and the
same thing happened. The women then proceeded to make other cuts in
the tree and each time they did so another coterie of men emerged.
The women gave names to all the men. Those who emerged from the
trunk were called Apea, while the Amdea issued forth from the smaller
branches higher up. White men (Europeans) came from holes in the
leaves, while men named Ooyena were released from an opening in the
roots.
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With each new cut, the women called out a different name which they
assigned to those men who had issued forth from that particular incision:
some men were called Nowtia, some E’oota, some Yakusana, some
Tomasa, and so on. The women then presented the men with all of the
things they had made—the bark cloth, arm bands, and string bags—-and
allocated to each named segment a specific tract of ground. Some men
were sent to live in the mountains near Menyamya while others went to
Pikiango, a stone near Kaintiba. A bridge was built over the Tauri River
and some men were sent to live at Kamina and Kanabea. The ancestors of
all white men headed toward the coast, taking all of the cargo with them.
This is how human beings came to be in the world.

I heard this myth recounted, with minor variations, several times during
the course of my research. All accounts described how Akeanga’s charred
remains came to furnish the basis from which humanity was created. The
myth establishes the generative potential of the landscape. Not only was
humanity once contained in the trunk of a tree, but through this gestational
process, unity (i.e., Akeanga himself ) is replicated and differentiated (i.e.,
he becomes many people with heterogeneous names).
When I first heard this myth, I took it as a charter of rights that could be
used to explain how people were attached to specific parcels of land. The
myth appeared (at least in my mind) to suggest a segmentary model of society wherein one’s position in space could be read as a map of genealogical reality. After hearing this myth, I became confused when people would
recite to me complex stories of migration that outlined how they came to
reside in the Titamnga area. If in mythic times Amdea men were sent to occupy land to the west of the Tauri River, this meant little in terms of where
their descendants held ground today. Autochthonous rights in land were
not entertained by the people with whom I worked. What these stories had
in common with one another was the idea that long ago, in the quasimythic past, human beings were more mobile than they are today. Men did
not simply reside where their fathers lived. Instead, they set out to found
their own place; where they settled and worked the land is where their “descendants” live today. By clearing new land, building houses, and battling
mythic foes rights to use a given tract of ground were established. The myth
of origins does not describe the basis of a segmentary land tenure system.
Having been released from the tree, people moved out in different directions and through their work established claims to land. It is through the
process of investing one’s self in the land (and having the land, in turn,
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come to be a part of one’s person) that rights to use it are negotiated and
renewed.13
The myth of origins establishes the starting point from which Kamea
construct an understanding of their own history. Melanesianists have long
noted that the people with whom they work tend to be rather poor genealogists. For Kamea, it would be more accurate to say that they are not genealogists at all, in that sexual reproduction is not used to frame human social relationships through time (see chapter 2). Although most of the people
with whom I spoke could recall the names of their maternal and paternal
grandparents when asked, beyond this point ascending links were only
hazily remembered. There were, however, some notable exceptions. A few
men, generally older and renowned for their wisdom, could recite complex
histories (defined along nongenealogical lines) that extended back in time
some ten or fifteen generations, at which point they began to blend with the
mythical past. These more detailed social histories, known as tambuna
storis, commemorate the ties that men form with specific tracts of land.
Tambuna storis outline the comings and goings of particular men; where
they traveled, how they lived, who they married, and how the land was
transformed through their work. Portrayed as a recollection of actual
events, these stories have a perceived historical presence. They generally
open with a named ancestor heading out to explore a previously unoccupied tract of land. As the tale unfolds, the narrative assumes the structure
of a journey through space where the hero travels from place to place, planting trees, clearing gardens, working houses, and engaging in other types of
productive endeavors (Maschio 1994; Munn 1973; Myers 1986). He may
stop to make salt at one location, hunt for game at another, and collect
stone from a rock quarry at a third. Wherever he goes, he generally manages to leave something of himself behind in the form of making the land
more habitable for future generations.
Tambuna storis are cited in legal disputes and more specifically, in litigation over titles to land. Kamea say that men are expected to “follow in the
footsteps of their father.” Where their tambuna walked about, cleared a garden, and made a house is where they and their sons should do the same.
Such a pattern of land use establishes a continuous line of cultivation extending from the mythic past to the present. Knowledge of this history, of
one’s ties to place, is of critical importance in establishing claims to land (cf.
Rodman 1987). Some men become particularly conversant with respect to
those ties that bind them to place. However many others lack the knowledge necessary to defend their claims in the face of competition from rivals
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who either know more, or who can speak more persuasively on their own
behalf. Within the context of the contemporary setting, those men who
have spent time working on the coast or in the goldfields at Wau are at a
particular disadvantage. They return to Titamnga with cash in hand, but
have little knowledge of those links that bind them to place. These ex–wage
laborers are constantly in danger of losing access to their father’s land. The
final result is the figure of the “rubbish man” (rabis), the distant matrilateral relative who goes from place to place borrowing garden land and living off of the charity of others (Rohatynskyj 1990).
Yet, knowledge alone is not enough to establish rights to land. An individual who fails to activate these claims through the investment of his own
labor in the land is apt to break the continuous male line. Not only will his
own rights be called into question, so too will the claims of his sons.
What one sees, here, in terms of land use, is the ongoing elicitation of social relations. Using land and moving through space is not only the performance of sociality but also the means whereby ties are created between
men through time. While rights to use land typically devolve from a father
to his sons, this pattern of transmission is neither necessary nor automatic.
A man who lacks male offspring can allocate his holdings to any other male.
So long as the recipient uses the land in question on a continuing basis, his
rights to it will not be called into question. Similarly, existing rights can be
rendered null and void if an individual fails to use the land in an appropriate manner. The situation I will now describe is a case in point.
Not long after I arrived at Titamnga, I became acquainted with Netsap,
a man in his mid to late twenties who was married and lived with his wife
and infant daughter. Netsap occupied a house that was situated close to my
own, and I would often see him heading off to the bush early in the morning with a slingshot or bow and arrow tucked loosely under his arm. From
the very beginning, Netsap struck me as an unusual figure. In the first place,
I could find no one (with the exception of his wife) who would admit to
having a close personal relationship with him. He was consistently left out
of the social histories that I collected and was almost never addressed by
anyone via the categories of Kamea kinship terminology. Netsap was also
different in terms of his mannerisms. Most Kamea men that I knew exuded
an unmistakable aura of self-confidence; they were self-possessed, quick to
anger, and aggressive in their personal style. Netsap, by contrast, possessed
none of these characteristics. He was shy, self-effacing, and almost never offered up an opinion of his own during the frequent and often animated village courts. Even young children spoke about him in a markedly disparag40
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ing manner and were able to assert with a surprising measure of confidence
that he would never amount to anything. Netsap, it seemed, had fallen
through the cracks of conventional sociality.
Roughly six months into my fieldwork, I discovered that unlike all other
married men in Titamnga, Netsap had no land to call his own. Despite the
fact that he was an as ples man, that is, he had been born at Titamnga and
lived there his entire life, he had been effectively disenfranchised from the
system of land ownership. Possessing no land meant more than losing the
“means of production”; it also contributed to the inability of other men and
women in the community to define Netsap in culturally meaningful ways.
On the basis of numerous discussions with other men and women, the following story of Netsap’s circumstances gradually emerged.
When Netsap was only a few years old his father, Gonapawi, passed away.
His mother subsequently married another man from Titamnga and Netsap
grew up in the house of this mother’s second husband. Taken by itself, this
is hardly an unusual happening; many Kamea boys are raised by men other
than their fathers. What makes Netsap’s situation somewhat unusual by
Kamea standards is the impact that Gonapawi’s death had on the life of his
son.
As previously noted, gaining access to land is contingent on knowing the
history of the land in question and the relevant features of the landscape
that mark it as belonging to a particular male line. A boy’s father will typically take him around and show him the land in question and teach him
the history of its cultivation. Netsap’s father died before he could transmit
these experiences to his son, and consequently, Netsap was in a tenuous position when it came to asserting his own rights to land.
Several people from Titamnga told me that under normal circumstances,
a boy’s “second father,” that is, his father’s brother, would come to the aid
of his sibling’s son. In the case of Netsap this never took place, and the question of why it never took place is crucial to the discussion at hand. When
Gonapawi died, one of his brothers attempted to claim his widow as a second wife, but Inema (Netsap’s mother) chose to marry someone else. An
argument ensued that led to bitter feelings all around, and consequently
none of Netsap’s paternal kinsmen took it upon themselves to protect the
interests of the child. Netsap survives today by being granted temporary
rights to use other people’s land (generally land belonging to his wife’s kinsmen), although the land must be returned to the original user each time the
crop is harvested. He is then forced to find another relative who might be
willing to lend him land. Should Netsap have a son of his own one day, the
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boy will similarly be forced to make his own arrangements with respect to
negotiating rights to land.
As can be seen from the foregoing, gaining access to land is not a simple
by-product of patrifiliation. That Netsap was Gonapawi’s son was not subject to debate, but this did not guarantee that he had any rights to land.
Most accounts of Netsap’s circumstances differed only in minor detail.
However, one of my consultants did add an illuminating twist to the tale.
Gonapawi, I was told, led something of a transient existence. Instead of investing his own labor in the land by working a garden and planting trees,
he spent his days roving through the bush in search of game and uncultivated plant food. As one man explained: “Gonapawi was ‘public.’ He had
no ground. He simply wandered from place to place. To have ground, you
have to stay in one place and plant things. That is how we got our land.
Netsap’s father simply wandered so he had no land. Now that his child has
grown up, he is experiencing difficulties.” By not impressing something of
himself onto the land, Netsap’s father failed to become part of the humanized landscape. Several years later, his son lacked any connection to the land
and perhaps even more significantly, he had only tenuous attachments to
other people in the community. Over time, neither Netsap nor Gonapawi
will figure in tambuna storis insomuch as these tales are a history of human
connections to the environment. Both men will, in effect, cease to exist in
intergenerational time.
In contrast to the genealogical model of Europe and North America, the
men and women of Titamnga construct lineality retroactively, by telling
tambuna storis that commemorate men’s investment of themselves in the
landscape. Corporate descent groups and abstract rules governing the inheritance of property mean little in terms of who gets remembered as tambuna. Lineal continuity is not coterminous with Western ideas of descent.
Indeed, in many ways it makes more sense to speak of relationships of ascent, in that intentional human effort is required to attach oneself to the
male line. Male relationships have little permanence in the history or memory of the people without having been objectified in the land.
e m b o d i e d co n n e c t i o n s

The ability to “read” the landscape is central to Kamea ways of being in the
world. From the perspective of any particular person, the environment is
imbued with social significance. Yet, more than a process of objectification
is involved. To view the landscape as a template upon which human social
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life is inscribed is to address only half the picture. For Kamea, moving
through space is also an act of incorporation whereby the landscape comes
to be embodied by human beings in meaningful ways. By engaging (or alternatively, not engaging) in specific acts of consumption, components of
the nonhuman world enter into the constitution of persons. It is, in part,
through such acts of incorporation that Kamea come to define themselves
as gendered beings with the capacity to form specific types of social relations.
One of the most important secrets revealed to boys at the time of their
initiation (see chapter 3) concerns the use of the yangwa tree, a type of ficus.
Scattered at regular intervals throughout the Kamea habitat, this tree is a
pervasive feature of the landscape. In addition to its publicly acknowledged
use in the production of bark cloth (malo), the yangwa tree has a more compelling use that is known only to initiated men. The inner core of this tree
contains a milky white sap that, if drunk, is believed to replace semen which
has been lost through sexual intercourse. As one man explained: “If you
want to come up ‘new’ (nupela) again, you will go to the forest without
women. You will get the juice of this tree and you will drink it. If a man
wants to ‘make work’ (i.e., engage in sexual intercourse), this juice will
change him. The tree has an unlimited supply of milk. If a man drinks it,
he will come up ‘new’ again.”
A married man will begin to plant yangwa trees shortly after the birth of
a son, using cuttings that have been taken from trees that he acquired from
his own father. These trees mature slowly; ten to fifteen years is required before their bark or their sap is ready to be used. As the tree grows to maturity, its development is seen to parallel the growth of the child himself. By
the time that the tree is ready to be used by the son, the latter will have
taken a wife himself, and he will begin to plant yangwa trees in anticipation
of his own son’s future use.
The cultivation of yangwa trees establishes a link between men of different generations who are not otherwise united by bonds of shared bodily
substance. Although physiological reproduction is not emphasized as a
point of connection between parents and children, men nonetheless provide their sons with an externalized and partible equivalent of seminal fluid
that gets handed down through time and across generations. Men plant
trees, and trees, in turn, elicit the growth of future generations of men.
Thus, the landscape comes to be embodied by men in such a way that it
provides them with a continuing aspect of male identity that persists
through time.
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e s s e n t i a l d i f f e re n c e s

I began this chapter by considering recent controversies surrounding the
use of genetically modified organisms. I argued that Westerners’ widespread
refusal to accept these forms stems, at least in part, from the fact that they
challenge many cherished assumptions about the world, particularly the
idea that sexual reproduction grounds a series of fixed and primordial distinctions in the “natural” world.
There is a profound irony associated with this position, in that it relies
on an essentialist view of the world that is very much at odds with contemporary evolutionary theory. One of the most significant contributions
that Darwin (1979) made in the Origin of Species was to challenge the preexisting Platonic vision of the organic world in which species were fixed,
eternal, and universal—a supposed reflection of God’s divine handiwork in
creation. The Origin of Species was concerned less with explaining species’
origins than it was with destabilizing the category of species itself. In Darwin’s hands, one could talk about species only as a statistical abstraction
(Mayr 1976: 27). The organic world was not characterized by sharp discontinuities, but instead by fluidity, flux, and gradation.
A foundational tenet of Euro-American thought is that physiological
traits, along with the social relationships that often accompany them, are
based on a principle of “descent.” Characteristics defined on a biogenetic
basis are “passed down” through the generations forming an irrevocable
bond between parents and children. It follows that contained within the
bodies of living human beings is a protracted history of procreative events
extending back in time from the present to the remote past.
This premise carries with it several important implications. Perhaps most
significantly, it precipitates a cleavage between human beings and other life
forms. While human beings are linked to other species on the basis of common descent, they are separated on the basis of their current reproductive
history. It follows that other life forms play no role in defining human social relations; nor do they enter into the constitution of persons. Land can
be lived upon. It can also be owned as property. But it is ontologically separate from human existence.
The assumptions that inform this paradigm have no parallel in Kamea
thought. The people with whom I worked do not rely on physiological reproduction to track social relationships through time. Instead, intergenerational relations depend on the links that one forms with the nonhuman
environment. In the absence of an ideology based on descent, the organic
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world serves as a point of attachment between human generations, and this
gives Kamea sociality its decidedly patrilateral cast.
By means of conclusion, it is interesting to reflect upon a recent set of exchanges that have taken place within the discipline of biology. In The Origin of Species Darwin wrote about a master phylogenetic tree on which all
life forms (both living and extinct) could be plotted on a single genealogy.
However, it now looks as though the “kingdoms” of nature have been exchanging genetic material for a very long time (Pálsson 2005; cf. Doolittle
1999; Pennisi 2003; Syvanen 2002), thereby introducing taxonomic chaos
into orderly traditional biological classification. For example, there is evidence that such “horizontal” gene transfers played an important role in the
emergence of the earliest kingdoms of life a few billion years ago and have
continued to shape the form of bacterial genomes over the past 100 million
years (Syvanen 2002: 380). Similarly, according to researchers at the Human
Genome Project, many human genes seem to have been acquired laterally
from bacteria. According to some, such horizontal transfers of genes (resembling the much feared transgenic species crossings of the contemporary
era) may be the major evolutionary source of true innovation (Pálsson
2005: 24).
Lateral gene transfer gives us an additional perspective from which to reflect upon Kamea sociality. First, it prompts us to question the idea of a universal evolutionary tree in which relatedness is established vertically and exclusively on the basis of descent. Second, it provides us with a point of
departure from which to think about the notion of the “family tree” itself.
In the imagination of Europeans and North Americans, the “genealogical tree” serves as a representational device; it is a convenient way to map a
different and more fundamental (i.e., essential) level of reality. Family trees
are symbols. That is all they ever can be given that the world as perceived
by Western audiences dissolves into a set of innate distinctions. Human reproduction has its own unique developmental trajectory that is markedly
different from that followed by other life forms. Kamea provide us with a
glimpse into a world in which the “family tree” takes on literal, rather than
figurative, meanings.
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