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Livers and lives:

Organ extraction narratives on the Rai coast of Papua New
Guinea

by James Leach

Introduction

In this paper' 1 discuss concerns with the cash economy as they are expressed by people of
the Rai Coast of Papua New Guinea.? During my fieldwork, a mumber of rumours circul-
ated which bore directly on local perceptions of white people, and of the market economy.
These were epitomized by stories of organ extraction (stelim leva, ‘liver theft’), by white
people from unsuspecting local victims. The area has a reputation for resisting or sub-
verting ‘development’, and for reinterpreting Christianity and colonialism (Lawrence
1964). This history, and the inaccessibility of the region due to geographic constraints,
means it is one of the least ‘developed” areas of Papua New Guinea, despite being the area
of the mainland with the longest history of ‘contact’.? As I will show, in apparent conira-
diction to their reputation, there is plenty of willingness on the part of the inhabitants of
the Rai Coast to interact with, and gain knowledge of, what is still covered by the term
‘white people’ (of wetman), (by which they mean the wider world).

! Fieldwork in 1954-1995 and 1999 was made possible by grants from the Economic and Social Research
Council of the United Kingdom. This paper was written in Cambridge with the support of the Leverhulme
Trust, and The Newton Trust. I express my gratitude to them, and to people on the Rai Coast who encourage
my work, to Wim van Binsbergen and Peter Geschiere for the conference and their comments upon the
paper, and Miriam Goheen, Paul Alexander, Deborra Battaglia, Eric Hirsch, Marilyn Strathern, Bryan Cleal
and Adam Reed for their readings of the paper.

2 Fieldwork (1994-1995 and 1999) was carried out primarily among Nekgini speakers, who live in the
coastal hinterland of the Rai Coast in the Mot 1 census district. Nekgini hamlets lie between 5 and 10 km
inland, and around 500m above sea level. The observations upon which this paper are based were gleaned
from work and journeys undertaken in adjacent language groups {Ngaing, Neko), as well as in Nekgini
speaking hamlets, The inhabitants of this limited area are those I refer here to “Rai Coast villagers. I refer to
Nekgini speaking people where I wish to draw on specific data which relates to them.

3 The Russian scientist, Miklouho-Maclay, landed at Bongu, in Astrolabe Bay, in 1871, He was followed
by others, including Lutheran Missionaries in 1885 (Reiner 1986).
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