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MIRRORS AND NUMBERS AMONG OTHERS
Technologies of identification in Papua New Guinea”

Ilana Gershon

In 1935, Jack Hides, a patrol officer leading a first-contact expedition through the high-
lands of Papua New Guinea (PNG), handed a looking glass to a Papua New Guinean.
The latter, a visitor among the Huli called Tebele, stared at it with growing interest
until a local leader, Puya, demanded that he share his new artefact. Puya jumped back
the moment he saw his face reflected in the mirror. Recovering from his initial shock,
he ordered Tebele to hold the mirror at various distances — six feet away, on the ground
and occasionally right in front. After a few minutes of this, Puya decided that this un-
familiar object was potentially too dangerous for humans, and demanded that Tebele
return the mirror. Hides perceived this refusal of his trade goods as an insult, and con-
cluded that Puya was a sorcerer asserting unwarranted mastery over his fellow Papua
New Guineans. Simultaneously, however, unbeknownst to Hides, his own protfered
objects were being glossed as magical items brought by dead ancestors. Both parties
were attributing to the other group magical associations. Yet only Hides was offended
by this, apparently labouring under the misconception that all his attempts to give or
trade objects were so transparently gestures of good will that this could be understood
cross-culturally (Schiefflin and Crittenden 1991:105). While the Papua New Guineans
were struggling to place the many novel items within a network of familiar associations,
the patrol officers were determined to place Papua New Guineans’ reactions within a
psychological network of familiar motivations. Thanks to the Westerners’ penchant for
recording encounters, we have two descriptions of this single exchange, one written by
Hides, the leader of the patrol, and one recounted to an anthropologist by Telenge, a
Papua New Guinean present at the time.

I was beginning to think vanity would overcome fear; but suddenly, Besoso, like a big bul-
ly, said something in an authoritative tone, and the unfortunate native, who had no gear
and would dearly have loved to keep the glass, came and handed it back to me (Hides
1936:85).

The mirror was small and round. They gave it to Tebele. [...] He wanted to keep it, but we
were afraid of it. It was the first time we had seen anything like it. So Puya made him give it
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back. Now I think they are quite useful for adjusting the flowers in my wig or painting my
face (Schiefflin and Crittenden 1991:105).

These accounts vividly encapsulate a common occurrence during initial encounters be-
tween Westerners and Papua New Guineans — the former’s provision of technologies
of identification. Colonial officials kept introducing objects whose use was supposed
to invoke a Western self. Mirrors, cameras, journals, radios, phonographs, film, village
census books — all these inscription devices recur as commonplace equipment which
help to generate the structures of these events.

Colonialism in PNG, as in other parts of the world, was a project of transforma-
tion. As the first contacts I discuss in this article reveal, for Westerners, introducing
technologies was a standard initial step towards changing others. Here I use technolo-
gies, and in particular, technologies of identification, in a broad sense to include tech-
nologies for fashioning groups as well — in particular, censuses. By taking these tech-
nologies of identification to be a commonplace strategy of transformation, Westerners
were introducing many unspoken assumptions about the ways mirrors and numbers
contribute to forming selves and social groups. These assumptions were not shared
by the Papua New Guineans that these colonial officials encountered. I explore the
colonial assumptions underlying the introduction of these technologies by turning to
first contact moments in which Westerners tried to instruct Papua New Guineans into
a proper appreciation of technologies of identification, counterpoised with historical
accounts of how Papua New Guineans themselves engaged with mirrors and numbers.
I argue that, at a minimum, what Westerners hoped technologies would help establish
is what Roy Wagner defines as an intentional field — a shared understanding of when
an action or an utterance is spontaneous or reactive (Wagner 1995). Yet technologies
of identification are too underdetermined to fashion intentional fields, selves or social
groups in predictable ways, and Papua New Guineans’ varied reactions help to reveal
both Westerners’ assumptions and the flexibilities of these technologies.

The use of technologies of identification is not the only manner in which the meet-
ing between Hides and Huli seems typical. The incident contains all the classic ele-
ments of first contact interactions: banal and under-determined exchange, attributions
of wonder and fear, miscommunicated multiple historical trajectories, and struggles for
control over novelty. Yet the incident also undercuts a common myth about such first
contacts. Many popular accounts portray two homogeneous groups whose radical dif-
ferences from each other determines the dynamics of the interaction. This stereotypical
account dramatically reduces the complexity of actual encounters, which are typically
the meeting of two internally ravelled groups. After all, when Hides offered the mirror
to Tebele during one of the first expeditions into the Highlands of PNG, from the Hu-
1i’s perspective, he was a stranger exchanging with a stranger. Tebele himself was for-
eign to the Huli, although Hides never acknowledges this. In fact, it is precisely because
Tebele was a stranger that he was encouraged to handle potentially hazardous objects.
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And, as in most patrol encounters, the Westerns were accompanied by coastal Papua
New Guineans who served as carriers and potentialy as interpreters. Each participant
was connected to the others along a continuum of strangeness and familiarity: these
were not simply two internally cohesive groups experiencing each other as complete
strangers.

Partially because of this, at the heart of these encounters there is a mutual need to
fashion a common intentional field in which there is some agreement as to what counts
as spontaneity and compulsion. I am borrowing the notion of an intentional field from
Wagner, who describes it in the following passage:

If the end result of any intentionality I may discern in others is a disposition of my own
intentionality, but that disposition may not be known directly or apart from my determining
others’ intentions, then the spontaneous and the reactive must interpenetrate in a kind of
general field (Wagner 1995:164).

Wagner suggests that any group of people interact with one another based on com-
monly held assumptions about what will count as spontaneous expressions and what is
already prescribed by the context. In familiar settings, strategic actors manoeuvre with
a finely tuned awareness of this boundary between what is understood as spontaneous
and what is given behaviour. This constructed boundary allows people to believe they
can discern when others are being strategic, or believe they can signal that they them-
selves have particular intentions. These intricate balances are lost during first contact
moments. By the very nature of these situations, there is no generally accepted inten-
tional field — every participant is constantly spinning and testing narratives to explain
the unfolding events. An explanation becomes relatively dominant for a group when it
carves out an intentional field that appears to account adequately for the actors’ sub-
sequent responses. But in the beginning, while each group has formed internal ways
of determining when someone is being strategic, this is hard to discern in the initial
interactions between the two groups. Basically, people’s actions are so interpretatively
under-determined in these encounters that they cannot determine when someone wants
to achieve an aim or is acting out of compulsion. In order to continue interacting, peo-
ple must start projecting an intentional field on to the other group. I am suggesting
that in first contact situations in PNG, Westerners saw technologies of identification as
powerful tools with which to forge shared intentional fields.

In first contact moments in PNG, Westerners often tried to map the parameters
of an intentional field in terms of people’s reactions to technologies, and frequently to
technologies of identification, ranging from mirrors to censuses. By focusing on these
exchanges, I hope to explore why Westerners used tools of identification to try and
fashion a common understanding of spontaneity and compulsion. In contrast, Papua
New Guineans did not see technology as structuring identity in the same way, and
instead turned towards exchange as evidence of the successful formation of an inten-
tional field. The patrol officers and Papua New Guineans misunderstood each other
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because of their different practices in forming intentional fields with strangers. What
colonial officials assumed as a common foundation of understanding, i.e. trade, Papua
New Guineans perceived as the site for deciding whether mutual understanding has
in fact been achieved. Patrol officers presupposed a shared understanding of barter
through which they could provide disciplinary technologies of identification that would
eventually transform Papua New Guineans into self-aware, and hence at least minimally
civilized, people. The patrol officers aimed to create an intentional field which would
ensure that Papua New Guineans would be governable subjects. Papua New Guineans,
in contrast, saw the exchange of material objects as the ever-present testing ground for
determining where people have mutually consented to an intentional field. Their aim
was to incorporate Westerners into their exchange relationships, to ensure that they
would be procreative conduits for perpetuating Papua New Guineans as exchanging
subjects (Strathern 1992a).

COLONIAL MIRRORS, TELEGRAPHED SELVES

Westerners had developed certain repertoires and expectations for first contact from
centuries of white colonization of other parts of the world. In fact, several of the colo-
nial officials in Papua New Guinea initially learned their craft in Africa (see Broomfield
1930). In “Of revelation and revolution”, Jean and John Comaroff report that mirrors
and other glass objects were ubiquitous in all trade exchanges among the Tswana in
South Africa. “The looking glass astonished those seeing it for the first time. It was a
fairly cheap gift of maximum effect. [...] Clearly, glass was taken to be the window into
a new way of seeing and being’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991:185). The Comaroffs
continue by explaining that glass, and particularly mirrors, were a common trope for
revelation and enlightenment in nineteenth-century texts. The self reflected in the look-
ing glass was divorced from the entanglements of ‘primitive’ life, namely superstition
and social conglutination. They claim that:

Being a self divided, it was capable of searching inner dialogue; a self able both to recognize
the truth of its own finitude and to exercise reflexive discipline. It was the self, in sum, of
bourgeois individualism nurtured by the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution. The
image in the mirror blocked out the encompassing world, turning that self back on itself,
dissociating the ego from its context, and fragmenting a formerly continuous perceptual
universe. The ‘native’, though he might not have known it, had come face to face with the
Christian subject (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991:188).

These technical objects were principally geared towards establishing a self other di-
chotomy central to bourgeois individualism. For missionaries and traders, mirrors and
photographs were supposed to form a new relationship between persons and their en-
vironments, one which was essential for fostering self-reflection. Just as in South Africa,
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Westerners were introducing Papua New Guineans to how to be Western selves by
demonstrating how to use these technologies.

Westerners embarked on this educational project in their colonies after experienc-
ing their own transformative interactions with technologies of identification. Historians
of the media have argued that new communicative technologies affect the ways people
experienced and thus understood self other dichotomies.! For example, in his book
“Haunted media”, Jeffrey Sconce argues that the invention of the telegraph in 1837
encouraged people to explore the limits of disembodied communication and imagi-
natively engage with the possibilities of communicating with the dead as well (2000).
Sconce argues that it is no coincidence that the Spiritualist movement, which gained
in popularity with the spread of the telegraph, began with three young women hear-
ing the dead communicating with them in signals similar to the Morse code. People’s
experiences of the telegraph as a technology compelled them to re-think the possibili-
ties of communication, in this case to include communication with the dead. In short,
Westerners had recently experienced technological inventions that changed their own
understandings of self-other dichotomies,? experiences whose insights influenced their
empbhasis on technology in first contact encounters in PNG.

When Westerners offered these technologies, they witnessed firsthand the gap
between the implied and actual user present in these objects of identification. I am rely-
ing on Madeline Akrich’s article, “The de-scription of technical objects” (1992), for this
distinction between implied and actual users. In this account, Akrich argues that every
technical object constrains people in both the ways they interact with the object itself
and the ways they relate to each other. Built into every designed object is an implicit
user. The object’s material shape projects a range of potential uses, while prohibiting
others.

Designers thus define actors with specific tastes, competences, motives, aspirations, politi-
cal prejudices, and the rest, and they assume that morality, technology, science and economy
will evolve in particular ways. A large part of the work of innovators is that of ‘inscribing’
this vision of (or prediction about) the world in the technical content of the new object
(Akrich 1992:208).

Akrich suggests that technologies presuppose not only particular types of users, but
also correct forms of social interaction. The technical objects do this by presupposing a
range of competencies and causal narratives about how people interact with one anoth-
er. To a certain degree, every technical object contains a morality play about how people
and things should interact, encouraging some forms, while discouraging others. Akrich

! See Gitelman (1999, 2006), Kittler (1999), Marvin (1990), Sconce (2000).

Frederick Kittler goes further in his work, arguing that the Lacanian notion of the self as a differenti-
ated subject that in practice recombines three different engagements with the world is predicated on
the invention of the gramophone, film and typewriter (1999).
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writes: ‘Nevertheless, it suggests that new technologies may not only lead to new ar-
rangements of people and things. They may, in addition, generate and “naturalize” new
forms and orders of causality and, indeed, new forms of knowledge about the world’
(1992:206). Embedded in every object the Westerners offered the Papua New Guineans
were several implicitly correct roles to be adopted vis-a-vis the artefact, whether it be
stone axes or phonographs. While objects frequently are used in compliance with inher-
ent norms, Akrich argues that this is far less likely to happen when the artefact moves
into new arenas of cultural expectations. :

Actual users frequently have radically different visions of appropriate tool usage
or needs which the object itself thwarts. The gap between the actual user and the user
assumed in the design itself varies according to the social context. When the technical
artefact is displaced and becomes surrounded by a context which does not correspond
well with the implied field of causality, then the assumptions concerning correct usage
are brought into sharp relief. In Akrich’s case study of a French photoelectric lighting
kit, only when the kit was installed in the Ivory Coast did certain limitations become ap-
parent. For instance, it could not be adapted to rooms of different sizes without chang-
ing the lengths of the wires connecting various components. The architectural premises
about the appropriate size of rooms and correct use of these rooms was built into the
kits (Akrich 1992:210). What seems like a common sense, or even hidden, assumption
in France was brought into sharp relief in a different context.

It is precisely this gap between actual and implied user that missionaries and colo-
nial officials were attempting to exploit when introducing technologies of identification.
The technologies were supposed to transform Papua New Guineans into people with
certain kinds of knowledge about the world. The Westerners hoped that the implied
user in the technology would become the actual user, that is, that in learning to use
these technologies successfully, the Papua New Guineans would grow closer to the civi-
lized user implicit in the technology. It is no accident that travel writers were far more
concerned with describing the introduction of these artefacts of self-recognition than
the acceptance of steel axes or beads. Because the gap between the actual and implied
users of axes or beads was not as great in Papua New Guinea, these technologies were
not viewed as transformative or civilizing, and hence their introduction was not worth
narrating.’

In these first contact moments, offering technology was literally offering steps up
the evolutionary ladder. If the Papua New Guineans successfully moved up these steps,
they would become the controlled subjects of a colonial state. Westerners in Papua
New Guinea tended to project an implicit hierarchy roughly based on contemporane-
ous popular social Darwinisms. Many magazine articles and travel accounts referred to
Papua New Guineans as primitive, living in the Stone Age, and on the verge of stepping

For a detailed account of the use of beads in these types of cross-cultural encounters, see Graeber
(1996).
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into the twentieth century. These articles invariably referred to the technological level,
equating technology with stages of history. Not all Papua New Guineans were seen as
occupying the same rung on this evolutionary ladder. Despite the illusion of progress
generated by a shifting internal ranking, in general, these Papua New Guineans were
iconic representatives of a primordial time, their technologies and social organizations
being recapitulations of originary societies. The travel writers invariably saw Western
history as a narrative of progress, a ruler for determining the stages towards being civi-
lized, with the technological level serving as an index of social development.* A corol-
lary to this assumption was that, if Papua New Guineans regularly began using modern
forms of technology, they would leap over the huge social evolutionary gap and become
moderns themselves.

To help Papua New Guineans become the implied users inherent in these technol-
ogies Westerners had to teach them how to respond. Photographs are not self-evident
documents; they require a visual sophistication to be appreciated. Westerners tended to
depict Papua New Guineans’ reactions to these artefacts as emotional indexes of their
distance from a civilized subjectivity. The travel accounts described the horror and
wonderment that Papua New Guineans experienced whenever they were first intro-
duced to these new representational technologies. A.E. Pratt provides a typical example
of this narrative trope in his book “Two years among New Guinea cannibals”™

The natives were, at first, very much frightened at the camera, the women especially, and
some of them were never reconciled to it. I showed them stereoscopic slides of Papuan
views on Negretti and Zampbra’s stereoscope. One fellow, on secing his own portrait stand
out in bold relief, dropped the stereoscope and ran up a tree (Pratt 1906:123).

According to the travel writers, self-recognition invoked fear until the writers were able
to educate the wonder-struck Papua New Guineans into acceptance of this technology
and its moral implications.

Ironically, Papua New Guineans were not always appropriately wonder-struck,
and needed to be educated into a correct appreciation of various technical objects. Sev-
eral accounts describe how singularly unimpressed Papua New Guineans were by ra-
dios. For example:

And similarly they are not too deeply impressed by our most elaborate devices. The semi-
civilized natives near the coast listen to a radio for a while and soon dismiss it as a ‘fashion
belong along white man’. After all, how many of us are interested in knowing how a radio
works (Rand 1943:87)?

This lack of wonder was often taken by Westerners to be a trenchant critique of West-
erners’ tendencies to fetishize entertaining technology. Because radio in particular pri-

4 See also Adas (1989).
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marily functioned as entertainment, the Papua New Guineans’ dismissal of it could
also be co-opted into a critique of the triviality and wastefulness of certain technical
objects. However, Westerners were not always as supportive of Papua New Guineans’
lack of proper respect or awe. Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson point out that, while
Westerners had an explicitly hierarchical mental ranking of technological objects — see-
ing aeroplanes as far more advanced than tin cans — Melanesians on first contact were
not necessarily conscious of these distinctions (Connolly and Anderson 1987:121). The
Westerners had to do more than convince the Melanesians that their superior tools
meant they were more powerful. They also had to impress upon Melanesians which
tools were supposed to be more inspiring than others. This was particularly true of
technologies of identification. The Melanesians not only had to be educated into self-
reflexivity, they also had to learn to value some mediums of recognition over others.

Missionaries in particular placed great significance on the written word and lit-
eracy in their attempts to convert Papua New Guineans. To some extent they were fight-
ing an uphill battle, for the visual technologies at first seem to have impressed Papua
New Guineans far more than the written word. A Reader’s Digest article of 1957, “The
white man comes to Shangri-La”, recounts how the Dani reacted to mirrors provided by
missionaries: ‘Given small mirrors, they stood entranced at their reflection, marveling
that their “spirits” (which they believe to exist in the ether outside their bodies) could be
captured visibly’ (Reader’s Digest 1957:146). Photographs rendered the invisible visible,
an inversion which, according to this article, was far more fascinating than the written
word. Yet for the missionaries, and later the government, a great deal was at stake in
transforming an illiterate population into a literate one. For the missionaries, conversion
hinged upon translation and appropriate reception of the written word. The missionar-
ies were not principally concerned with establishing productive interactions through
the exchange of objects. They wanted to bring the word of God to as many people as
they could. For them, written or spoken knowledge of the Christian God started these
damned on to the road of salvation. The missionaries projected a moral hierarchy on to
different technologies for self-awareness, a hierarchy they wanted Papua New Guineans
to adopt as a necessary step towards salvation.

Westerners supposed that Papua New Guineans were on an evolutionary path to-
wards a fully realized humanity, a belief which gave an impetus to the colonial efforts to
transform the indigenous people into compliant civilized subjects and communities. In
contrast, the Papua New Guineans they encountered appear to have located humanity
at a completely different site. For them, humanity was only apparent when Westerners
demonstrated that they could provide the desired objects. From this perspective, people
are the material manifestation of a complex of social relationships (see Strathern 1990).
When people exchange pigs or shells, they are making visible some of the relationships
which compose them and rendering others invisible. Being human means being able
to make these relationships manifest, to elicit desired objects. One knows one is an
effective human when one’s presence inspires other people to express the relationship
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through exchange. Marilyn Strathern describes how the Huli saw Australian patrol
officers: ‘Above all, they [Australian men] were recognizable as human because they
contained within them the capacity to transact’ (1992a:250). For Papua New Guineans,
humanity became apparent when Westerners were prepared to exchange. For the West-
erners, full humanity was an evolutionary stage that could still be achieved. Miscommu-
nication emerged out of these differing concepts of exchange, since Westerners viewed
barter as a natural and fundamental urge which supplies the foundation for civilization.
Papua New Guineans, on the other hand, saw trade as the practice which confirmed
others’ humanity. These miscommunications took place not only around objectified
technologies such as mirrors, but also around processual technologies of identification,
such as the census.

THE SENSE OF THE COLONIAL CENSUS

The census encapsulated substantively different forms of identification than technolo-
gies such as mirrors or photographs. Mirrors could exploit the separation between an
implied user and an actual user to introduce Papua New Guineans to a Western tension
between self and other. While this was the first step towards fashioning governable
subjects, the census classification attempted to create governable social groups. Census-
taking was supposed to manipulate the tension between the implied and actual com-
munities to re-figure villages into a dependent relationship with the state.

Census-taking was more than a standard ritual of colonialism: it structured the
patrol officer’s visits and was often the only encounter a villager had with the colonial
bureaucracy. Census-taking, in fact, became a practice so explicitly linked to the patrol
officer’s arrival that some groups lined up for a census in anticipation of first contact.
Shirley Lindenbaum reports in “Kuru sorcery” (1979) that the Fore formed a line as
preparation for meeting their first patrol officer, having heard rumours from neighbour-
ing groups that colonial officials demanded this formation:

Indeed, Skinner’s report of 1947 indicates that Fore assembled spontaneously in rows,
ready for a census, having understood from their northern neighbours that this was the
expected procedure. Skinner, however, believed a census at that time would be premature
(Lindenbaum 1979:80).

If patrol officers were unfortunate enough not to encounter such well-prepared groups,
they began counting people upon their second or third visit to a village (Jinks 1971:56—
57). At the first census, the officer was supposed to gather the entire village together and
make a speech about how the colonial government would now supply law and order.
Enumeration and naming went hand in hand with the promise of a new regime of colo-
nial legal discipline. The villagers were expected to stand in a line, grouped according
to nuclear family ties. James Sinclair offers the following picturesque account:
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A patrol table is set up in the shade of a breadfruit tree, well away from the coconut palms,
for from time to time a ripe nut falls, sixty and seventy feet to the ground, and a hit on the
head could mean serious injury or death. The two police constables stand alongside. The
people, several hundred of them, squat in rows, family by family. Using the old village book,
I start the census by calling the first names (Sinclair 1981:52).

The patrol officer would write down everyone’s name and clan in a large bound book
which he left in the village with a specially appointed local keeper to assist the next
officer’s census-taking duties.” The keeper was often the first villager singled out to
participate in the colonial project. Taking a census accomplished several tasks in one
ritual: providing a structure and purpose for the patrol; creating middle-men between
the villages and the colonial bureaucracy; and supplying a system of classification which
was the springboard for future taxation.

Classification imagines people as certain types of entities, allowing for some pos-
sibilities of how people can operate in the world, while restricting others. Classifications
make some connections dominant, while others become dormant. Ian Hacking articu-
lates this succinctly in the following passage:

Who we are is not only what we did, do and will do but also what we might have done and
may do. Making up people changes the space of possibilities for personhood. Even the
dead are more than their deeds, for we make sense of a finished life only within its sphere of
former possibilities. But our possibilities, although inexhaustible, are also bounded (Hack-
ing 1986:229).

While numbers make up people through quite specific techniques in census-taking, it
is not merely the act of counting that fashions the forms of subjectivity. The colonial-
ists made assumptions that numbers referred to single, firmly bounded units and that
counting or naming a village meant that they were attributing a referent to a well-de-
fined entity.

The very people that the colonial officers counted used numbers to represent very
different kinds of totalities.® A comparison with some ethnographic examples reveals
that numbers themselves are not the cause of changes in this saga of colonial transfor-
mation. The crucial question, given this framework, becomes: how does an additive
enumeration function as a medium to bound these possibilities for personhood?

Leaving the books with a local person had certain disadvantages. In his patrol reports, lan Downs
points out several complications. First, some group’s nomadic tendencies led to confusion and du-
plications in the village books. Secondly, village books frequently became overcrowded without read-
ily available replacements. Thirdly, they often disintegrated, becoming illegible. Even the colonialists’
tools for creating a demographic history sabotaged their struggle for accuracy (Downs 1979).

Brian Rotman discusses how Western counting systems themselves are by no means homogeneous.
Enumeration through a census invoked one form of mathematics available in PNG as well as within
Western knowledge practices. For a discussion of a range of possible forms of counting historically
available to Westerners, see Rotman (1987).
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It is not enumeration which created a population per se. The concept of a popu-
lation depended on the assumptions that lay behind the relative ease with which the
gathering of names turned into a series of numbers (Hacking 1992). The patrol officers
entered a village, gathered or correlated everyone’s name and left with numbers. At first
glance this may seem a commonplace event, but it was in fact achieved with consider-
able labour. Sinclair provides a detailed description of this process of transformation,
including in his account how uneven and difficult this change could be:

There is endless confusion between families of similar names; some people forget their
‘book’ name, which often bears little resemblance to their real one; divorce and possible
re-marriage can involve a complete rewriting of whole pages. After the final entry has been
made and the people have, thankfully, returned to their houses for the evening meal, I com-
plete the rough analysis of the census figures required by headquarters. The total number
of adult men and women in the village, the number of children, the number of females
of child-bearing age (between sixteen and thirty-five), the average size of each family, the
number of children of school age, the number of able-bodied adult males, migrations in and
out, the number of men and women absent from the village at work. It is a tedious task — I
am a mathematical moron and am forced to spend much time checking my figures, for there
were no pocket calculators then (Sinclair 1981:53).

There are three distinct suppositions inherent in this counting process that permit the
formation of the colonial classification system. First, it is assumed that each name can
be converted into a countable unit. Sinclair, among others, was worried that the trans-
formation would not occur properly, that similar names would be incorrectly conflated
into a single census unit. The fact that names were countable was both taken-for-granted
and continually thwarted. Secondly, census-taking assumes that numbers can be added
to each other ad infinitum. While PNG itself is presupposed to have a finite population
demanding measurement, there is no end to the ability to add meaningfully another
unit.” Thirdly, the census units are assumed to be uniform, and hence interchangeable.
Downs, in his 1937 patrol report, recommends resolving the hazards of spelling errors
and multiple names by assigning each village a number, implicitly stressing a presumed
uniformity among villages:

To avoid errors caused through mistakes in spelling, alternate names, and subdivisional mis-
takes on contracts of indentured labourers; which are always a difficult obstacle in tracing
deserters, it is suggested that all villages in the district be allotted a number, and the number
used every time the village name is mentioned [...] as in the case of native police. Luluais
could be issued with a metal plaque showing their village number. A record of numbers
would then be kept and all contracts would show the village number of the native. A series
could be reserved for each Subdivision for quick recognition, or a prefixing letter could be
employed (Downs 1979).

Indefinite counting is in striking contrast with some Papua New Guinean counting systems, where
people do not count beyond a certain number. See Panoff (1970), Hooley (1978), Thune (1978).
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Downs believes that communicating a number was subject to less human error than
relaying a name. By assigning a number to each village, he is suggesting both that num-
bers are a more reliable referent than names, and that villages are of a uniform and
stable composition. Numbers are more easily divorced from the context which produces
them. When each name can convert, however uneasily, into a decontextualised number,
then the units counted are structurally homogeneous and hence interchangeable. Enu-
meration was not simply counting the people, it was counting them through a particular
process which enforced the colonial beliefs that PNG had an enumerable population.

THE TECHNOLOGY OF NUMBERS

Understanding people through Western numbers involves making three basic assump-
tions about the subjects being counted. First, it perpetuates the belief that everyone has
a quantifiable and clearly defined life span. Censuses function by charting births and
deaths, providing a horizontal slice of each group member’s vertical trajectory. A per-
son’s life becomes narrated in terms of its quantifiable aspects. A life becomes the con-
necting thread between countable events with definitive beginnings and ends, a thread
which itself is explicitly bounded by birth and death. Events are relevant only when
certain aspects are measurable and comparable. The unique only becomes significant if
it can be classified as deviant against a backdrop of statistical normality.®

Secondly, statistics assume that any enumerated category can then enter into a se-
ries of comparisons or ratios with other such categories (see Strathern 1992b). Colonial
census-takers started with a central assumption: enumeration was a pre-condition for
creating comparisons between groups whose essential equivalence could be success-
fully articulated through numbers. As Strathern points out, this logic could be turned
around: the ability to express groups as countable units was a result of their inher-
ent equivalence (Strathern 1992b). The colonialists overlooked the fact that units and
equivalences can be outcomes of enumeration, and instead viewed them as givens.
The census-takers did not engage with the fact that they were actively manufacturing
the substitutability of both groups and persons by viewing numbers as inherent in the
natural order. When equivalence becomes a reflection of a natural order rather than a
construction, then the abstract element of numbers comes to the fore. What numbers
measure becomes a unitary and integrated collection of qualities which are assumed to
exist prior to the moment of measurement. This limits and homogenizes the ways that
similarities and differences can be articulated. What qualifies as similar or distinctive is
defined primarily by whether one can quantify it and compare it with other such meas-
urements (Strathern 1992b). This is not true of all acts of enumeration, but it is integral
to successful census-taking,

Foucault (1991), Hacking (1991), Urla (1993)
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Articulating distinctions through numbers implicitly assumes a far more essential
homogeneity, a belief that each unit constructs its uniqueness along the same lines.
Thirdly and finally, this form of enumeration helps create the illusion of internal group
homogeneity and inter-group heterogeneity. For instance, the claim that there are over
a thousand tribes in Papua New Guinea creates a unit, ‘tribe’, which assumes uniformly
bounded and distinct groups. The people within these tribes become substitutable for
one another, internal differences are erased when inter-group distinctions become cen-
tral.

[...] colonial body-counts create not only types and classes (the first move toward domes-
ticating differences) but also homogeneous bodies (within categories), because number, by
its nature, flattens idiosyncrasies and creates boundaries around these homogeneous bodies,
since it performatively limits their extent (Appadurai 1993:333).

The numbers refer to and produce a commonalty which decontextualises. There was
no opportunity to examine the multiple and quite complicated ways in which Papua
New Guineans produced cultural or group differences, few of which actually create a
continuous and neatly bounded social group. Assigning each group a name or number
projects a particular form of unified identity, one defined in contrast to groups that are
supposedly constituted along similar lines. Differences exist between groups which are
all interchangeable units themselves. Each group is assumed to possess a unique and in-
ternally consistent social structure and language. Numbers presuppose a totality based
on differences within a structure of uniformity. This leads to an interchangeability and
cohesiveness which emerges when contrasted with units constructed along similar lines.
Difference lies in the claim that A can be counted because of the adjacent B and C.
Censuses also counted people who already had a radically different perspective
on what numbers and enumeration meant. Many Papua New Guineans have well-de-
veloped understandings of numbers which do not allow for a notion of population in
the Western sense.” Of the four types of counting systems described in the ethnographic
literature, only one could be used to measure a Western style population. The other
three depend largely upon contextual comparison, juxtaposing objects with parts of the
body in a body-counting system or grouping certain objects according to named sets of
fixed size and then counting the sets (Lancy 1978:6—7). These counting systems do not
enumerate discrete units. The starting premise for these counting systems is that every
object or person is an embodied combination of relationships. The person or object
is never a single unit in the Western sense, which renders additive enumeration dif-
ficult. Carl Thune’s account of the Loboda counting system provides an ethnographic
example of a group of people who count without the requisite abstraction for indefinite
counting. The Loboda refuse to view numbers as abstract categories. The length or size
of a particular item can only be understood relative to other objects” lengths or sizes.

? See Thune (1978), Mimica (1988), Strathern (1992b).
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They might use numbers rhetorically to refer to a large quantity, but then precision is
irrelevant. The number only serves as a link between previous moments of compilation.
Numbers become a quality which only can be described as the product of contextually
based comparison. Thune writes:

In delayed feast exchanges, it is not just one but a series of groups of different objects
which are given. In addition to yams, for example, a pig, betel nuts, traditional valuables, or
trade store goods such as tobacco or dishes might be given. Each group of items received
must later be repaid by an equivalent group of items of the same category, yams for yams,
tobacco for tobacco and so forth, at the second feast. It is not possible to substitute yams
for tobacco, for example, if the repaying side for some reason encounters difficulty in find-
ing sufficient tobacco to make the required return payment. Thus, there is no categorizing
or counting unit capable of subsuming all these different items into a single whole (Thune
1978:75).

The aim for the Loboda is not to find a counting system which allows enumeration of
a totality or provides a means to compare anything. Quite the contrary — the Loboda
are interested in keeping categories as separate as possible. Thune recounts that they
frequently tell moralizing stories about categories which became conflated through
comparisons and the negative consequences (Thune 1978:78). Categories must stay dis-
crete. Additive enumeration is a conceptual threat to this particular form of boundary
maintenance. The Loboda example illustrates how a lack of contextual specificity is
not inherent to counting itself. Rather, the colonial enumeration produced the effect of
decontextualisation, despite having to occur through situationally driven techniques.
While both the Loboda and colonial counters were enmeshed in the physical dilemmas
of counting, only the colonials aimed to create the illusion of universality.

Strathern describes quantity in a Papua New Guinean counting system as a qual-
ity referring to a collection of people or objects (1992b). One way of belonging to a
certain category is to be part of a countable unit. When people are counted, it is because
they are delimiting how enumerable they are. They are demonstrating their ability to be
collective, or paired. Strathern explains:

When people are counted — the numbers of men who dance together, the pairing of mar-
riage exchanges — they are made visible through tropes of magnitude, of collectivity or of
pairing. For objects (persons) have to be singular or composite or one of a pair: they cannot
appear without this quantitative dimension, any more than they can appear without gender,
because they cannot appear without taking a form (Strathern 1992b:182).

People are intrinsically enumerable, but this enumeration can only take place within a
specific context. Counting people is a means of establishing some of the ways people ex-
ist with each other. Each part of a collective explores its ability to be a collective. Num-
bers emerge from the context in which people and objects gather and are compared: in
sharp contrast to the Western perspective, they cannot be described without a context
(Strathern 1992b:182).
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How OTHERS COUNT

Census-taking not only emerged out of a particular historical trajectory, it relied on a
counting system which fortuitously presupposed a stable relationship between singu-
larity and plurality, as well as part and whole. Jadran Mimica’s suggestive ethnographic
account, “Intimations of infinity” (1988), describes a counting system which does not
make the same assumptions among the Iqwaye in south-western interior of Morobe
Province, PNG. Census-takers had to assume that numbers were abstract relations
which could be mapped on to concrete bodies, but existed independently. This absence
of a concrete anchor was linked to the assumption that elements can be added indefi-
nitely to each other. The assumption that lies at the heart of this dichotomy is that the
world is comprised of objects that are differentiated a priori. Unity can be achieved
through a process of abstraction, by disregarding the many interconnected qualities
and focusing only on one, such as all objects which contain a shade of green. Numbers
thus refer to the quality of singularity, and a census figure is a unified compilation of all
the people who possess this distinctiveness (in conjunction with another quality, such
as living on a given island). Even in this moment of unity, there is always an implicit
reference to fundamental distinctiveness. Mimica suggests that the Iqwaye make the
opposite assumption and struggle with the notion that the world, or at least the set of all
human beings, contains the potential to be completely unified. This becomes apparent
in their counting system.

Iqwaye enumerate all objects through a corporal numerical schema which is based
on a contrast between singularity and plurality (Mimica 1988:103). Their system reflects
two notions of unity. Unity can either represent a singularity or a unity which has been
divided into a pair. This pair is no less of a totality, and each form is constructed with
reference to a unity. Basically, countable units oscillate between referring to indivisible
units and referring to ones based upon a dualism. A unity based on a pair signifies a
relationship between two unlike objects which can not simply be added together. An-
other unit must be added to transform the units into a whole based on singularity. For
example, this happens when an Iqwaye counts from four to five:

If we conceptualize this series in its own terms, then clearly, for the Iqwaye, implicitly the
multiplicity of five fingers (or toes) is not conceived as the addition of five Ls (digits), but as
the addition of two 2s (i.e. 4) and one 1 (2+2+1). However, such an ordered multiplicity of
five is only implied by the structure of the series, for lexically five is expressed as a bounded,
indivisible whole [...] (Mimica 1988:48).

The important thing is that the relationship between the two people or objects can be
counted as a divisible totality. Counting in this instance means making visible a rela-
tionship between things that can not be seen as equivalent. Unlike the census-takers,
the Iqwaye will sometimes use numbers to refer to things that can not simply be added
together. Numbers refer in this case to the construction of non-equivalence.
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At the same time, their notion of population is based on a vision of singular unity.
In their origin myth, one man contained the possibility of transformation into an ever-
multiplying diversity of people. The converse is always a possibility, in which all people
can be portrayed as one.

Emopirically, at any one time the total sum of all human beings is always finite. However,
such a finite set of elements must be understood in its true nature. Its finiteness is always
in the state of flux because humans die and reproduce. The new elements are continuously
created through sexual reproduction. Now, if we disregard the empirical vicissitudes of the
set’s ‘demography’ and assume the mythic ideality of the Iqwaye view of human reproduc-
tion, namely that it is the incessant life process, then this set continuously regenerates and, if
not growing, then at least it maintains a demographic equilibrium. In this ideal mythopoeic
sense human population constitutes the set of ‘all possible human beings’ — those that are
and that yet will be (Mimica 1988:74; emphasis in the original).

The dialectic interplay between singularity and plurality always contains the potential
to fuse into a whole. This ethnographic example helps illustrate that it is not merely
counting groups which creates a homogenized notion of difference, it is presupposing
that these units can all be added together until the total population can be expressed as
the accumulation of equivalent categories.

IMPLIED GROUPS, ACTUAL GROUPS

What the census was supposedly measuring in PNG was in fact an inversion of what was
actually enumerated. The villages being counted were assumed to be strictly bounded
units whose definition emerged through a historical process of differentiation from all
other surrounding villages. The group’s identity presumably derived through contrasts
with their neighbours. Just as a nation is defined by its boundaries and distinctiveness
from all other nations, so too its internal divisions are determined by a similar series of
contrasts. Because they are defined primarily at the site of their boundaries, symbolic or
actual, the villages were also supposedly clearly delineated. Visitors obviously violated
this illusion of a stable and clearly differentiated village, as well as thwarting the goal of
the patrol officers, namely to count every person once and only once.!°

As the villagers began to realize the census’s underlying premise, namely of try-
ing to determine group identity and size, they were far more likely to urge the officer to
record absentees. Ronald Skeldon writes:

The Village Book is perceived by the villagers as a register of all members of the group —a
true de jure population. To omit names of members would in a sense be excluding them
from the group. Hence, people who have been away for a considerable time tend to be
recorded as ‘present’. To exclude them would be questioning their right to membership

See Biolsi (1995) for a comparative account of how Lakota subverted the colonial census.
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in that group and would result in conflict. [...] Conversely, people who have moved into
the village or are living on clan land may not be recorded in the Village book, as this would
be seen as according them rights in the village to which not all clan members would be in
agreement (Skeldon 1987:34; italics in the original).

The census gradually became a political issue for the villagers themselves, as it became
adopted as a measure of belonging. Nancy McDowell suggests that the Bun in the East
Sepik Province of PNG began to refrain from reporting any change in residence or
marital status until it was clear that this was permanent, that is, henceforward they used
census-recording in order to to solemnize a previously ambiguous relationship (Mc-
Dowell 1987:53). As the Papua New Guineans began to accept the census as a powerful
thetorical tool, they distorted its accuracy to support political agendas or maintain their
version of group cohesion.

The patrol officers could not represent groups whose complex interrelations un-
dercut any attempt to equate their boundaries with territorial ones. They presupposed
that the units they were measuring had a continuative identity or substance, that these
communities lasted over time because they share a common social structure. Basically,
censuses assumed that groups had a historical unity which emerged partially through
their distinctiveness from other comparable groups. However, the actual communities
being measured were constituted by the locale and the event — they existed in their
particular form precisely because of the moment of measurement. The groups counted
were entirely constructed through their context. For instance, the patrol officers’ insist-
ence on lining everyone up according to nuclear families frequently refashioned the
family unit. Even if that particular group tended to live in nuclear family households,
certain relationships would be presented inaccurately to the patrol officer as a result
of initial miscommunication or incompatible categories. McDowell gives an example
of a woman who was added to the census list as the biological daughter of her actual
mother-in-law. The family perpetuated this error in every census until they wanted to
record the marriage officially. Then it became necessary to correct the patrol officers
so that it would not appear as though a brother and sister had just married (McDowell
1987:52-53). In addition, the census provided no avenue to account for adoption, a
relatively common occurrence. As a result, people were recorded as members of house-
holds in which they no longer lived." The groups at the moment of census-taking were
primarily defined by the internal relations that were described to the patrol officer. The
links between the villagers were far more decisive in forming a collective unity for the
census than their contrasting interactions with other villages. While the census might
have tried to project inter-group heterogeneity, its mode of enumeration depended far
more upon internal interactions. The group the census measured had a quite different
formation and means of representation than those the census-takers assumed they were
encountering and counting.

u See McArthur (1968), McDevitt (1987), McDowell (1987), Westermark (2001).
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There were other practical difficulties involved in taking a European-style census
which exacerbated the gap between the implied and actual group being counted. Many
of the categories the colonialists used to categorize social organization did not apply.
Just as numbers gleaned by means of a census were supposed to have a one-to-one
correspondence with the members of a village, so too a name was supposed to have a
one-to-one correspondence with its holder. In fact, people often had a variety of per-
sonal and clan names. McDowell, in her article about census inaccuracies among the
Bun, explains that matrilineal clans loosely own a set of names, which their members
will distribute to other kinspeople regardless of the recipient’s clan. Thus every person
can have a variety of names from different matriclans (McDowell 1987:55). This also
plays havoc with another Western assumption, that when names reflect kinship, it is to
signify descent directly or a single group allegiance. The patrol officers were aware of
these problems, though they tended to describe the tension as one between book names
and real names, without being aware of the underlying social factors in designating a
‘book name’. McDowell mentions that the name on a census roll was frequently given
by a distant relative who was powerful enough to choose which name was going to be
recorded (McDowell 1987:55). Oblivious to this, Sinclair refers to naming problems, in
a passage I have already quoted: ‘There is endless confusion between families of similar
name; some people forget their “book” name, which often bears little resemblance to
their real one [...]” (1981:53). The process of decontextualising began early, as soon as a
patrol officer wrote down a name.

Lining itself generated category confusion. The aim was to delineate permanent
social relationships, but the results only mocked this. Families rarely resembled nuclear
families. Clans and families, the two categories that patrol officers most consistently
asked about, were not concentric. In other words, the members of a nuclear family were
not necessarily from the same clan. Even when patrol officers attempted to measure
clans instead of only families, they often failed miserably. Rena Lederman offers a de-
tailed account of the discrepancies between Mendi residential units and those projected
by the census. The patrol officers who counted the Mendi believed that the census units
they employed referred to basic territorial units, that there was a direct correspondence
between a census unit and a clan cluster. Lederman argues that this is blatantly incor-
rect, and that the units often contained some but not all of the people from a variety
of subclans and distinct clan neighbourhoods (1987:121). Census units did not measure
stable social structures, but instead tended to be historical traces of previous large-scale
public events. They recorded locations which had previously been sites of important
ceremonial activities, but had not necessarily remained significant. Thus the people who
gathered at census points had once been engaged in certain social interactions, but were
not necessarily of the same clan.

The Mendi rapidly began employing this social opportunity for their own political
projects:
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From a Mendi viewpoint, censusing creates a large-scale public event and a pervasive fact
of any such public gathering is that it can (and almost inevitably does) become a forum
for speech making and political discussion. Clan relationships are announced, clan policy
is debated, and rhetorical statements made in such contexts afterwards may become the
subject for widespread private discussion and interpretation. Therefore, some statements
made concerning who lives where and who is affiliated with whom at census time may be
more than simple statements of fact. At the least, men may use census occasions to reaffirm
affiliation and title to land of absent members, and these affirmations may have implications
for subclan status and relationships and for matters of clan policy (Lederman 1987:125).

While for the patrol officers the census represented an attempt to uncover and record
internally cohesive and stable social structures, for the Mendi it was yet one more op-
portunity to manipulate political alliances and re-affirm some social links to the mo-
mentary detriment of others. Because census-taking was only one of many public gath-
erings, it never re-structured significantly how the Mendi related to each other.

The patrol reports themselves acknowledged some difficulties when taking a cen-
sus, although the officers tended not to focus on internal accuracy. Instead, they were
concerned with discovering a single system of surveying which could accommodate
the wide variety of residence patterns they encountered. Unmarried men might all live
together in some villages, while in others all women lived together. There was no uni-
formity. When patrol officers kept coming across villages where everyone lived in one
long house, they decided to reject a hut-based census entirely and measure only by
families. The family-group system ensured that they would not be hunting for well-con-
cealed and scattered residences, or trying to account for the large amount of movement
between residences from year to year. However, even the family-group system did not
guarantee uniformity in census-gathering techniques. Downs complained that not only
did different social organizations generate widely diverging results for enumeration,
but also the different officers’ techniques or definitions of the census categories created
irreproducible results.

A study of various district reports shows that more officers have made a practice of showing
such things as masculinity, average children per family, polygamy percentages, indentured
labour percentage, able bodied males, birth and divorce rates, etc. Unfortunately no meth-
ods, ratios, and figures have been laid down for all officers to try and collect in a standard
manner, and many figures are differently arrived at (Downs 1979).

Not only were the people enumerated all practising different social forms, but the peo-
ple counting also had their own personal conceptions of what the categories meant.
For primarily economic and bureaucratic reasons, the colonial administrations
categorized Papua New Guineans through supposedly equivalent units of families and
villages. However, as I have shown, the census-taking was far more instrumental in
imposing these supposed equivalences than in actually uncovering them. The census
took extremely fluid social groups and, by conflating the notions of population and of
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bounded territory, tried to re-structure each community into a countable and addable
unit. Previously the only grounds through which two tribes generated comparisons had
to be actively manufactured through a complex series of exchanges and networks of
interrelations. Now a version of Western enumeration provided the abstraction neces-
sary to compare as though without a context. The size of a group over a period of time
became its principle history, which tended to overlook the intricate ties produced by
marriage, exchange and warfare. The census provided a static and acontextual vision
of groups as bounded wholes. As circumscribed parts of a larger bounded whole — the
population — communities rapidly became ‘different’ in the eyes of the administration
through very specific and regulated ways. Their differences were in terms of compara-
tive size or productivity. Differences became homogenized, a form of ‘multiculturalism’
more conducive to being regulated. PNG continued to be a land of diversity, but af-
ter it was inscribed with a population, these diverse interactions between communities
could be subsumed rhetorically by a single type of relationship between a group and
the state.

CONCLUSION

In first contact moments, Westerners, like colonialists around the world, introduced
various technologies of identification, ranging from mirrors to censuses. Yet not all
technologies are created equal, or travel in similar ways.'”” Some technologies are un-
derdetermined enough that the actual user can overtake the implied user, like mirrors.
With other technologies, such as censuses, the implied user remains in tension with the
actual user, creating possibilities (not all welcome ones) for fashioning new selves and
new social groups. Yet technologies of identification do not travel smoothly, and mis-
communications of various sorts follow in their wake.

While both Papua New Guineans and Westerners strove to fashion a mutually
accepted intentional field in interaction with strangers, each tended to locate this agree-
ment in a different site. For instance, Papua New Guineans viewed exchanges as the
locus for determining whether this consensus has been reached. Westerners saw trade
as a fundamental and inclusive human activity, while Papua New Guineans viewed it
as transformable, given the right material practices. By examining how these differ-
ent groups formed intentional fields across incompatible assumptions, we can begin
to unpack how both colonial officials and Papua New Guineans used miscommunica-
tion strategically. And mirrors structured miscommunication differently than numbers.
While mirrors and radios gave participants limited space in which to use gaps to their

12 . . . L
For an account of how cameras circulated and came to symbolise the Western gaze in New Britain, see

Lattas (2006).
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own advantage, enumeration created an arena for quite skilful and varied reconfigura-
tions of collective identities.

The Westerners in these first contact moments hoped that technologies could be
determinant, that the material form of a technology condensed ways to be selves and
social groups. However, as first contact moments in Papua New Guinea unfolded, it
became apparent that, while these technologies were always already social, the social
narratives they condensed were constantly being re-written by people’s understandings
of how exchanges intertwine objects and relationships. However, I suggest that this
emphasis on exchange may in part be a consequence of a particular resonance between
how Westerners and Papua New Guineans interpreted certain practices as spontane-
ous and others as reactive. In other cross-cultural moments of first contact, or renewed
contact, it may not be ideologies of exchange that underpin the miscommunications.
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