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Abstract 
 

In Oksapmin, Papua New Guinea (PNG), Christianity provides an idiom and 

organizational form that women use to engage the pressing problems of 

modernity. This thesis examines the life narratives of Christian women in order to 

determine the individual and collective forms of agency they enact through the 

church. It compares past and contemporary engagements with Christianity as a 

way to understand how women approach social change. By doing so, this thesis 

sheds light on changing gender relations in PNG.  
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1 
INTRODUCTION: 

Narratives of Development, Decay and Deliverance 
 on the Edge of a Resource Frontier 

 
 
Development and Decay: The Works Camp  

The rusted machinery that sat across from my place of residence at the 

Oksapmin Government Station1 was used to construct the main road that begins 

in Trangap Valley and links a series of locales throughout the high intermontane 

valleys that comprise the Oksapmin area. Consisting of a road grader, tractor, 

and backhoe, the machinery has been exposed to the elements for upwards of a 

decade, and is overgrown by weeds that sprout through the corroded metal and 

the windows that have been defaced by local children who etch their names into 

the mildew coated glass. The machinery along with the two houses situated 

adjacent to it make up the Works Camp, which was constructed by Papua New 

Guinea’s (PNG) Department of Works and Services—a department that employs 

the slogan “We build the nation for you”, a statement that explicitly links nation-

building and development. 

 In the period that immediately followed PNG’s Independence in 1975, 

development was viewed as a nationalistic endeavor whereby PNG citizens 

could strive towards common goals centered upon the acquisition of modern 

                                                
1 For the sake of clarity and brevity, I will refer to the Oksapmin Government Station as 
Oksapmin Station. I will use Oksapmin, when I am referring to the linguistic area as a 
whole. 



2 
 

lifestyles and ambitions (Jorgensen 2007b). While the main road was previously 

wide enough to accommodate a tractor or truck, it has now become narrow in 

places and is overgrown at the edges by tall grasses and overcome by mud and 

large puddles of water that resist being absorbed into the rich clay-based soil. 

Given the retreat of government services, the slogan employed by the 

Department of Works and Services is now incongruous with the realities faced by 

people in Oksapmin, as well as those living in other rural areas throughout PNG. 

My hosts at the Works Camp frequently relayed frustrations concerning 

governmental disengagement, sentiments that were shared by other individuals 

during my time there. 

 
Figure 1: A map of Oksapmin detailing the main road (map by A. MacMillan) 
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Deliverance: Churches as Alternative Structures to the State 

It was through my journeys walking up and down the main road and bush 

paths that I came to experience a side of Oksapmin life that helps contextualize 

the role that Christianity plays there. The deterioration of the Works Camp and 

the main road demonstrate the nonlinear patterns that modernity can take (cf. 

Ferguson 1999) while also speaking to the collective aspirations of the Oksapmin 

people. These aspirations were frequently framed in terms of the desire for 

development and the access to sought after goods and public services. 

Christianity fits into this picture in a myriad of ways; however, a good starting 

point is to acknowledge the role that the Baptist Church played in the provision of 

goods and services in Oksapmin. The arrival of the Baptist Mission in 1963 was 

followed by the arrival of the Seventh Day Adventists (SDA) in 1967, and over 

the last fifteen years a number of Pentecostal denominations have arrived in the 

area.2 As the first mission to establish itself in Oksapmin, the Baptist Church 

continues to fill a void left by an ineffective political structure marred by corruption 

at all levels of government. This is a pattern that was also prevalent during the 

colonial period as churches have been acting as ‘alternative structures’ for more 

than a century in some areas of PNG. As McDougall (2008:1-2) points out, 

“colonial administrations throughout Melanesia were under-funded and under-

                                                
2 The other Pentecostal denominations found in Oksapmin are Rebaibal, the PNG Bible 
Church, and Flame of God. 
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staffed, and Christian missions, not the colonial state, provided health services 

and education to rural villagers.”3 

The Pacific is now one of the most actively Christian areas of the world 

and over ninety-seven percent of Papua New Guineans identify as Christian 

(Eves 2008:206). Christian principles are enshrined in the PNG constitution 

alongside kastom4 (Narokobi 1980), and as a result “to a remarkable degree the 

modern Pacific nation rides on Christianity’s back” (Young 1997:91). Given the 

significant role that Christianity plays in the contemporary social, economic, and 

political landscape of PNG, it is not surprising that PNG is often referred to as a 

Christian Nation—a term that is especially salient when it comes to 

understanding the way that individuals in Oksapmin framed their discontents and 

expressed widely-held sentiments that church-administered institutions are more 

trustworthy than those of the state. By acting as alternative structures to the 

state, churches not only provide essential goods and services, but have captured 

the hearts and minds of believers through the promotion of deeply-held 

ideological systems and moral values. 

 

Putting Oksapmin on the Map 

Oksapmin is a sociolinguistic population of about 10,000 individuals 

located in the Southeastern corner of Sandaun Province (Brutti 1999). It is 

                                                
3  Even though schools and health posts may be affiliated with religious institutions, they 
still receive government funding.  
 
4  Kastom is a Tok Pisin word that can be loosely translated as tradition or custom. 
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physically demarcated to the East by the Strickland River, a point that marks the 

boundary with Southern Highlands Province and to the Southwest by the Bimin, 

an ethnolinguistic population bordering Western Province. In regional terms, 

Oksapmin is a part of the cultural and ethnic affiliation known as the Min or the 

Mountain Ok (see figure 2) and the nearest town is Tabubil, which is the site of 

the Ok Tedi mine that was established in the mid-1980s (Jorgensen 1996). 

Tabubil serves as the main hub for goods and public services that are not easily 

accessible in Oksapmin, and is also the main destination for those seeking 

formal employment. According to local estimates, approximately half of 

Oksapmin’s total population currently resides in Tabubil and its surrounding 

informal settlements. These patterns of migration are gendered since Oksapmin 

men are more likely than women to permanently relocate to town in search of 

employment. As a result, Oksapmin women are affected by the high rates of 

male absenteeism, which has led to the emergence of social problems including 

the informal dissolution of marriages, difficulties obtaining money for goods, and 

increased responsibilities in the context of village life.  
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Figure 2: The Min region (Mountain Ok speakers are underlined)  

(Map from Jorgensen1996) 
 
 

Introduction 

In this thesis, I aim to recast women’s engagements with modernity by 

examining the role that Christianity plays in their lives, an area of research that 

has remained surprisingly understudied despite the fact that women are 

acknowledged to be active participants in the church context throughout 

Melanesia (i.e. Eriksen 2005, 2009, 2012; McDougall 2008; Douglas 2003; Van 

Heekeren 2003). While men are frequently represented as strongly aligned with 

modernity, women are  “cast into the role of performing nostalgic antimodernism” 

by male discourses on gender (Wardlow 2002a:163). By taking women and 
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Christianity as its central focus, this thesis will question such generalizations by 

examining the forms of agency that are open to women through their 

engagements with the church. 

During the early stages of Christianity in Oksapmin, the charismatic 

experiences of women made Christianity speak to local concerns, which was 

integral to the localization of church institutions. Today, women in Oksapmin 

continue to address local concerns through the church, as individuals and also 

collectively through their involvement in women’s groups. Christianity therefore 

provides an idiom and organizational form women use to engage pressing 

problems of modernity. Many of the problems that women address have 

emerged due to changing gender relations, and the difficulties accessing goods 

and public services in Oksapmin. Through their engagements in the church, 

Oksapmin women seek to initiate positive social change in ways that are 

consistent with their Christian sensibilities. While there are distinct 

denominational differences in the ways Oksapmin women seek solutions to these 

problems, I argue that Christianity has expanded the agency of women by 

providing a platform for participation in public life.  

 

The Local and Regional Orientations of my Fieldwork 

Village 

During my time in PNG, I conducted fieldwork in several ethnographic 

locales within Oksapmin itself, and in two major towns that are important for 

understanding how Oksapmin fits within a broader regional framework. In 
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Oksapmin, I spent two weeks at Oksapmin Station and then relocated to 

Sambate for approximately a month, which is a short walk from the Baptist 

Mission Station located in Tekin. While I was based in these two locations, I also 

visited other villages throughout Oksapmin in order to attend church services and 

to visit the friends and relatives of my main informants. Splitting my time between 

different locales in Oksapmin allowed me to gain a broader perspective on 

Christianity in the area as well as a deeper appreciation for the denominational 

differences that characterize Christian life there, especially among members of 

the two largest congregations: the Baptists and the Seventh Day Adventists 

(SDA).  

Town 

Once I departed Oksapmin, my time in PNG was rounded out by nearly 

two weeks spent in Tabubil and a week in Mt. Hagen, a town in the Western 

Highlands Province (see figure 3). While I did not originally intend to conduct 

multi-sited fieldwork (cf. Marcus 1986), the short trips I made to Tabubil and Mt. 

Hagen enriched my research considerably. In Tabubil I was able to gain insight 

into the social and economic ties that connect individuals living in town and 

village contexts. This informed my understanding of the social consequences 

brought about by migration and allowed me to track the flows of economic 

benefits that are channeled through social relations. Since I became acquainted 

with Tabubil with the help of Oksapmin friends, I was able to get a sense of what 

Tabubil means to them, and how it appears in their eyes. As a result, I was given 
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considerable insight into the world of Oksapmin people precisely because they 

introduced me to it.  

 
Figure 3: A map of Oksapmin’s position in relation to important  

urban centers (map by A. MacMillan) 
 

During my trip to Mt. Hagen, I was able to observe how local churches in 

Oksapmin articulate with larger regional and national networks facilitated by the 

institution structures of the church since it is the site of both the Baptist and SDA 

Headquarters. This provided me with insight into how women are able to draw 

upon the connections facilitated by the church in order to implement projects that 

address local needs, particularly the issues that specifically affect women.  
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Methods 

Although my stay in the field was brief, it allowed me to follow Abu-

Lughod’s (1991) lead by employing ethnographies of the particular, which focus 

on documenting the life stories of specific individuals rather than making broad 

generalizations. In terms of content, the interviews I conducted were open-ended 

but geared towards the collection of information concerning the Christian beliefs 

and practices of research participants, their involvement with the church, as well 

as their travel histories. I also collected personal genealogies, which allowed me 

to follow up on the kin relations of rural research participants when I went to 

town, and also provided a way to corroborate information and events. While the 

majority of the interviews were conducted with women, I also interviewed men so 

I could deepen my understanding of gender relations in Oksapmin. Unless 

otherwise noted, all of the interviews were conducted in the lingua franca of PNG 

known as Tok Pisin, or in Oksapmin language with the aid of an interpreter.  

 

Gender and Christianity in Oksapmin: Theoretical Contexts 

Dealing with Cultural Change  

In order to gain a sense of the how the particular history and ethnographic 

situation of Oksapmin fits in relation to neighbouring populations, I examined the 

literature that explores how Christianity was established in the elsewhere in the 

Min region (Jorgensen 2005, 2007a; Robbins 1995, 2001, 2004). Robbins’ 

(2004) theory of cultural change was helpful in formulating my understanding of 

how the church came to take on its local forms in Oksapmin. Drawing upon 
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Sahlins, Robbins (2004) outlines three ways that local populations respond to 

intercultural contact: assimilation, adoption, and transformation. The Urapmin 

responded to Christianity through adoption, whereby “people take on an entirely 

new culture on its own terms, forgoing any conscious effort to work its elements 

into the categories of their traditional understandings” (Robbins 2004:10). This 

corresponds to the way that the Urapmin wholeheartedly took on Christianity 

through the revival movements that initiated radical religious change throughout 

the Min region.  

Robbins (2004) then combines this account with Dumontian notions of 

values in order to understand how the Urapmin confronted a dual cultural 

system. The individualistic focus of Christianity directly conflicted with the 

traditional values of Urapmin culture, where the paramount value was the 

relationship (Robbins 2004).  Robbins describes how these conflicts were 

addressed in the moral domain, which led to the development of a coherent 

notion of sinfulness that governs the everyday lives of the Urapmin as they 

struggle to remain faithful Christians. From these conclusions, Robbins (2007) 

finds the tendency of anthropology to stress deep-seated cultural continuities 

woefully inadequate for dealing with charismatic Christianity. He argues that 

studies of religious change are better served by models of rupture that account 

for the discontinuities that Christians face within their lives (Robbins 2003). 

Robbins’ (2004) model of cultural change applies to Oksapmin, since both 

populations underwent intense periods of revival that resulted in mass 

conversions to Baptist Christianity (see also Jorgensen 2007a). However, other 
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anthropologists have stressed the importance of recognizing the dynamism 

between continuity and discontinuity as well as the interplay between tradition 

and Christianity (see Barker 2012, Mosko 2012, McDougall 2009, Jebens 2011). 

As stated by Barker (2012), “in many places, people have experienced 

conversion as an addition to or fulfillment of local traditions, [which demonstrates] 

that there is considerable continuity in change.” Together, these arguments 

address the different ways that anthropologists theorize modernity and religious 

change, which are largely dependent upon the specific ethnographic context 

under study. While Robbins (2001) notes the importance of attending to 

situations when individuals address the content of modernity on its own terms, 

Barker’s (2012) view is inline with arguments concerning vernacular modernities, 

which acknowledge how modernity can take on different forms as it is translated 

into diverse social contexts (i.e. Knauft 2002).  

Understanding Gender 

In the Min region, both Jorgensen (1981a, 2007a) and Robbins (2012) 

have discussed the important roles that women took on as spirit meris (female 

spiritual mediums) during early revival periods in the Min region. However, 

Robbins’ does not view gender as a relevant distinction governing Urapmin 

engagements with Christianity. In line with his theory of cultural change, Robbins 

(2012) views spirit meris as evidence of the shift in paramount values among the 

Urapmin. He argues that spirit meris epitomize Christian individualism due to 

their ability to communicate with the Holy Spirit on a one-to-one basis. In this 
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thesis, I will address these claims by examining the forms of social action that 

women engage in through church groups.  

Eriksen (2012) addresses this gap through the notion of gendered values, 

which discusses how forms of social action can take on male or female forms (cf. 

Strathern 1988). In her examples from Ambrym, Vanuatu, Eriksen (2005: 298) 

juxtaposes female modes of social action, which are associated with lateral 

connection making, with male forms of social action that seek to “emphasize 

oneself more than emphasizing the social whole.” As a result, Eriksen (2005) 

argues that the church in Ambrym has been gendered female, in that it focuses 

on extending relations in the creation of a social whole, rather than asserting an 

individualistic or hierarchical status consistent with males forms of social action. 

As a result, the female mode of social action has been placed at the top of the 

value hierarchy as a result of Christianization—since creating relations laterally is 

more important than hierarchy in the context of the church (Eriksen 2005).  

Furthermore, Eriksen (2012:104) also implies in her use of gendered 

values that “masculinity and femininity are moral ideals which most women and 

men seek to achieve.” This is important since different paths, ways of conduct, or 

patterns of behaviour are subject to strong differential moral evaluation under the 

influence of Christianity. As a result, contemporary gender relations are strongly 

inflected by moral ideals concerning the acceptable and unacceptable modes of 

action open to men and women. In this thesis, I argue that women are held to 

higher moral standards than men, although women are able to gain significant 

leverage by representing themselves as committed Christians. This is also 
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relevant towards understanding the attitudes that committed Christians have 

towards those who backslide into sin. I will examine the perceptions of proper 

gender roles from the perspectives of both men and women, which are often 

framed in terms of social obligations. By doing so, I understand female 

discourses on their own terms, rather than male representations of them, in order 

to demonstrate the agency that women enact in everyday life and in the church 

(i.e. Josephides 1999; Weiner 1976). 

The anthropology of Christianity is now an established topic of study in 

Melanesia (i.e. Barker 1992, Jorgensen 2005, McDougall 2008, 2003, Robbins 

2004); however, this topic is not often approached from a perspective that takes 

gender as its central focus. Despite this, there are a few exceptions that touch 

upon some common themes. The literature has examined the charismatic 

experiences of individual women (Eriksen 2012, Jorgensen 2007a, Robbins 

2012), as well as their involvement with church groups, which has led to the 

emergence of new forms of collective sociality (Douglas 2003, McDougall 2003). 

Much has also been said about the outward-looking focus of charismatic and 

Pentecostal Christianity, which facilitate links between local congregations and 

broader networks, which are integral for the operations of women’s groups 

(Douglas 2003, McDougall 2003).  

 

Outline of the Thesis 

In Chapter Two, I will begin by discussing the important roles that Baptist 

women played during the early stages of Christianity in Oksapmin. While their 
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contributions are often underrepresented in historical narratives that privilege the 

experiences of men, this chapter argues that the roles of women were integral to 

the localization of church institutions. By doing so, Chapter Two will address 

arguments concerning rupture and continuity, and demonstrate how women 

should not be viewed as more strongly aligned with tradition.  

Chapter Three will examine the backsliding narratives of men in order to 

understand the changing context of gender relations in Oksapmin. As such, this 

chapter addresses how masculinity has been reoriented under the influence of 

Christianity and broader engagements with modernity. In Chapter Three, I also 

address the negative circumstances that women face due to changing male 

subjectivities. 

In Chapter Four, I highlight the specific ways that women seek solutions to 

the problems brought about by social change through their engagements with the 

church. This Chapter will also highlight the differences between the approaches 

that SDA and Baptist women take towards addressing social issues that emerge 

in the village context.  

Finally, in the Conclusion I offer a brief summary of the main points of my 

argument and suggest their broader meaning in terms of gender, Christianity, 

and modernity in Oksapmin. 
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2 

OF LIGHT & DARKNESS: 
The Historical Trajectory of Christianity in Oksapmin  

 
 
The Affective Dimensions of Sunday Service 

 Baptist services begin on Sunday mornings and often continue until noon. 

These services are marked by an emotional tenor that engages participants 

during periods of prayer, worship, and song that punctuate the sermons of 

Baptist pastors. Upon attending a Baptist service, perhaps one of the things you 

would first notice is the fact that women participants always outnumber men—

resulting in a gendered dynamic that shaped the service, a pattern that is 

mirrored across the denominations. While men lead the services through their 

positions as pastors or by leading the music with guitar, the sheer volume of 

women united in song would cause their voices to rise above those of men. 

Some women would accompany the musical rhythm with tambourines while the 

rest would clap their hands if they lacked instruments. About halfway through the 

service, the emotional tenor would reach a climax as some of the elder women 

sitting in the front rows would stand up and sing along to the music, clapping their 

hands with their arms raised and sometimes beginning to dance. Following the 

lead of these women, the emotional responses of the other attendees would 

soon follow suit as they began to sing louder and become more engaged with the 

service, although some participants were content to stay seated and 

demonstrated a more reserved approach to worship.  
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