
�  Chapter 8  �
Expect the Unexpected
Scientology in Napamogona

To supplement the analysis of magical practices, sanguma, and Christianity 
in terms of exchange, personhood, and culture change, I will now examine a 
comparatively new belief system that was introduced into Bena only recently, 
well after the syncretism with Christianity had taken place. During my re-
search in 2004, local members of the Church of Scientology tried to establish 
their religion in Napamogona. The arrival of this new body of belief, ritual, 
and exchange led to different reactions among the villagers. In this chapter, I 
will describe syncretic aspects of culture change that were concurrent with the 
new church’s arrival. By analyzing how my interlocutors perceived the new 
ideas, how they reacted to them, and which standards they valued and judged 
them by, I hope to shed some more light on the mechanisms of culture change 
in Bena.

Christianity has been by far the most successful belief system to promote 
its values in the Eastern Highlands today, but not the only one. A number 
of other religious movements—for example, the Mormons1 and the Church 
of Scientology—are attempting to establish themselves in the area. However, 
being confronted with a strongly Christian population, they face some diffi -
culties in gaining supporters. In the following, I will describe how the Church 
of Scientology, operating under the name of I HELP2 tried to convince people 
in Napamogona of their beliefs and try to explain the unexpected outcomes 
of this encounter.

In February 2004, a totally unexpected event changed the course of ev-
eryday life in Napamogona village. Wanpela bikpela samting i kamap long 
Napamogona, “something great happens in Napamogona,” were the words 
that Mama Polako shouted towards me when I came back to the village from a 
short break. John Travolta na Tom Cruise bai kam long ples, “John Travolta 
and Tom Cruise will come to the village.” Although I had at that stage of 
my research already reached the point of generally expecting the unexpected, 
Mama Polako managed to surprise me with this statement. As it turned out, a 
new development organization by the name of I HELP had introduced itself 
to the villagers. I HELP is the abbreviation for the International Hubbard Ec-
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clesiastical League of Pastors, a part of the Scientology organization, which is 
described on the offi cial Scientology website as follows:

Specially trained Scientology ministers who do not serve on the staff of churches, 
missions or other church organizations but who provide auditing and introductory 
services in the community are called Field Auditors. They work alone or in groups. 
Field Auditors and their groups are assisted by the International Hubbard Eccle-
siastical League of Pastors (I HELP). Based in Los Angeles, I HELP was created 
to provide auditors who minister religious services outside organized churches 
and missions with the guidance they need. I HELP provides religious materials, 
publications and assistance so these ministers can minister Scientology religious 
services to those taking their fi rst steps on The Bridge. (“Bridge” = the broad path 
the Scientologist follows through auditing and the study of Scientology materials is 
known as The Bridge. This embodies an ancient concept—a long-envisioned route 
across a chasm between man’s present state and vastly higher levels of awareness).3

I HELP thus represents a part of the Scientology organization that focuses 
on “fi eld work” (mission) and the training of future ministers, who may at a 
later stage establish a new Church of Scientology in the location. According 
to my information, I HELP had arrived on the shores of PNG sometime in 
2003 and had apparently founded a small education center in the city of Lae. 
A woman from Napamogona who lived with her husband in Lae had become 
one of the fi rst PNG trainees. She underwent the common “auditing” processes 
and was on the fi rst step of her career to become a member of the Church of 
Scientology, implying that she would be allowed to train other newcomers 
on their fi rst level of participation. Being convinced of I HELP’s promises in 
regard to development,4 she supported the overseas organizers’ idea to fi nd a 
second base in the Highlands and suggested her village Napamogona as a suit-
able location. On her visit, she proposed this idea to the local leaders, stressing 
that a new school could open in the village, which would grant people edu-
cation and give them access to development. People from different areas, so 
she promised, would come to attend different courses at this training center in 
Napamogona. I did not personally speak to that woman, but my relatives told 
me that she mentioned the arrival of three thousand computers from Australia. 
Access to fi fty-two different educational training courses would be available 
to the villagers. Besides, John Travolta and Tom Cruise would come to Napa-
mogona in April for the opening of the school.

One way to interpret this development is that a new, potentially very nur-
turing exchange partner appeared on the horizon, and the Napamogona were 
to decide if they wanted to enter an exchange relationship or not. The benefi ts 
this relationship would bring to the community were indeed very promising. 
People in the village understood that they would receive a superb education 
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and, after the completion of their courses, would be given a certifi cate that 
would allow them to fi nd paid jobs in town. Further, the school would improve 
the infrastructure to the village because the road would be paved and power 
supply would be brought in. With a steadily rising number of students and 
school staff gradually moving in, more people would come to Napamogona 
and the villagers would have the chance to earn some money by charging 
the students and staff for accommodation or selling them their food. In Bena 
terms, the new relationship sounded very nurturing and thus as contributing 
to the wellbeing—the strength—of the Napamogona.

The issue was discussed in the community, and fi nally the leading men 
came to the conclusion that it was worth a try. However, they decided not to 
sell any land to the organization, a decision that was infl uenced by Tau and 
Nando, who emphasized the importance of land ownership in the community. 
Before the Napamogona would agree to give away parts of their land as a 
grand investment into a dawning relationship, the newcomers would have to 
prove themselves. Thus the local leaders decided to lease some land to I HELP 
but maintain the option of claiming it back in case of disagreement. I HELP 
approved, and a parcel of land in the village center Lakosa was prepared for 
the school project. The Napamogona committed themselves to build two big 
schoolhouses for a start; there was hope that more buildings would be es-
tablished later—for example, accommodations for teachers and supervisors. 
Spirits were high when I arrived. The Napamogona hoped that their village 
would become a center of education in the Eastern Highlands, even in the 
country, and with this gain fame and wealth. An unexpected opportunity for a 
new exchange relationship had occurred, and the Napamogona were going to 
be ready for it. Since two Hollywood superstars were expected, one needed to 
get prepared and organize their welcome. Rumors that people had seen Tom 
Cruise, John Travolta, and “Xena princess warrior” (the heroine of a New 
Zealand fantasy soap opera, which has become very popular in Papua New 
Guinea) in town—or that some relatives had seen them at Port Moresby air-
port—spread. The arrival of the superstars in Napamogona was scheduled for 
the beginning of April, and the community worked hard throughout March, 
focusing mainly on the building of the two big schoolhouses near the central 
place. Obviously, this activity had an impact on people’s time schedules and on 
their exchange relationships. However, in the beginning things ran smoothly 
because the whole community was supportive of the idea and most members 
contributed in one way or another to the preparation. Young men cleared the 
village road from weeds. Others chopped down big bamboo pipes and trees 
for the building material. Women cut kunai grass for the roofs and carried it 
to the building site. Men and women felt under a greater time pressure than 
usual because they wanted to fi nish the building in time but had to fulfi ll their 
everyday tasks as well. A lot of everyday work was therefore accomplished 
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by elder persons and by children. Consequently, some children missed out on 
their school lessons. Instead they helped their grandparents with garden work 
while the parents were working on the new buildings.

For a period of several weeks, everybody was very busy and enthusiastic. 
The stories became more elaborate and so did expectations concerning the 
new project. People put time, effort, even money (for example to buy tools 
or nails) into the exchange relationship with the I HELP staff. In terms of 
Bena exchange, they detached parts of themselves—nogoya’a—by initially 
nurturing the new exchange partner, hoping to ensure a long-term reciprocal 
relationship, grounded on the expectation of future reciprocity and nurtur-
ance. After some time, however, doubts began to arise concerning the real 
intentions of I HELP. Rumors about its connection with the Church of Scien-
tology spread, and especially Christians in Napamogona wanted to know more 
about the doctrine of this new church. Mama Polako was the fi rst to possess 
Hubbard’s book Dianetics, in which the new belief was explained.

Basic Ideas of Scientology Belief
In order to understand the Bena reaction to I HELP or Scientology doctrine, it 
is important to know at least its fundamental principles.5

The Church of Scientology was founded in the early 1950s by the former 
Science-Fiction author Lafayette Ronald Hubbard. His book Dianetics, fi rst 
published in May 1950, provides the basis for Scientology belief. Accord-
ing to Scientology, the physical universe consists of MEST, an abbreviation 
that stands for Matter, Energy, Space, and Time. A living organism therefore 
consists of these four parts and is connected and brought into life through 
Thetan. Theta is a Greek letter (É, ÉΔ) representing spirit or thought; the ly-
ing Theta “∞” is the symbol for eternity. The Thetan—and with it every per-
son—is immortal but exposed to many negative infl uences that hinder its full 
development.

In Scientology ideology, a person encompasses three parts: the Thetan, the 
mind, and the body. According to Hubbard, “mind” consists of an analytical 
and a reactive part. The analytical part makes and stores experiences in order 
to solve problems. This part thinks in categories of differences and similar-
ities. The reactive part stores physical and emotional pain and attempts to 
direct persons in accordance to a stimulus-reaction scheme. If, for example, a 
person hears the sound of an ambulance alarm, he associates it with a possible 
personal accident of his and feels pain, suffering, fear, loneliness, or anger, 
sees life as bad and threatening, and reacts physically by sweating or even 
fl eeing (avoiding the pain). In Dianetics, Hubbard claims to have developed 
a technique for ridding oneself of the negative consequences that the reactive 
part of the mind has on personal development. This technique, fundamental 
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to the participation and to all further advances in the Church of Scientology 
hierarchy, is called “Auditing.”6

Scientology members aim to regain the spiritual powers of a Thetan, a pro-
cess that involves “cleaning” oneself—for example, through intensive audit-
ing sessions—and in doing so advancing from a previous Pre-Clear person to 
a so-called Clear. Such “cleaning” can easily be seen as a process of detaching 
negative, “polluted” personal parts. Through repeated and ritualized practices 
of detachment, a person can acquire the state of being a Clear. In this stage, 
he or she has entirely detached his or her own reactive mind. Now a person is 
ready to attach new nurturing knowledge that will bring him or her to another 
level of awareness, allowing him or her to live more in accordance with the 
greater universe. According to Hubbard (1950), Thetans have existed before 
the creation of mankind and originate from other planets. Their stay on earth is 
explained by their relation to Xenu, the ruler of a confederation of twenty-one 
suns and seventy-six planets, who brought them here.

These messages, which Mama Polako found in Hubbard’s book, gave rise 
to suspicion. Polako and other Christians realized that the members of this 
new “church” did not believe in God but rather “in the stars and the moon” 
(Polako, interview, 2004) and that they were not Christians. These news dis-
turbed some of the village elders as well as the Christians who had until then 
been in favor of the school. Slowly, some members of the community became 
unsure about the project, but most of them were at that stage still willing to 
take the chance and try to see whether it would work.

During this time, three deaths occurred in Napamogona. First a middle-aged 
woman from Mekfi mo clan died from a brief and unexpected sickness. Her 
death was interpreted as a gunakfe’i killing. During the following days, most 
of the people in the village were involved in the funeral and mourning period; 
her relatives were also busy with fi nding the culprit and retaliating for her 
death. In the following week, two more people died, only one day apart from 
each other. Two old leaders, one from Mekfi mo, and one from Jogijohi clan, 
passed away. Now the village had to face the troubles of organizing two more 
funerals, two mourning periods, and two feasts to mark the end of the main 
mourning period, the pinisim sori in Tok Pisin. Large exchange ceremonies 
had to be organized. It was not only the shared emotional burden and the loss 
of two renowned leaders that occupied the Napamogona but also the fear of 
returning ancestral spirits that had to be settled through exchange. It was a 
labor-intensive time in the village. Every family had to contribute, join in the 
mourning, and help to soothe the dead spirits. Not surprisingly, the work on the 
school stood more or less still for some weeks. After the pinisim sori feast for 
the late sorcerer, the coffee season slowly began. The villagers had to set prior-
ities in their use of time, and most of them decided to devote their time to the 
picking, drying, and selling of coffee beans rather than to fi nishing the I HELP 
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schoolhouses. This choice was infl uenced by the fact that April had gone by 
and neither John Travolta nor Tom Cruise had shown up in Napamogona.

Becoming a Member
Instead of Hollywood superstars, two Papua New Guinean teachers arrived 
in Napamogona in May and began teaching in the half-fi nished buildings. A 
number of new I HELP students from various areas in Papua New Guinea 
followed; most of them came from coastal areas and had been trained by I 
HELP before. Soon the school began to operate on a basic level. Everyone 
who wanted to participate in the classes was asked to pay a tuition fee. The fee 
depended on the number of courses a person wished to attend, ranging from a 
minimum of fi fty kina to several hundred. Only a few people in Napamogona 
paid these fees. Most of them decided to wait before making such a nurturing 
personal detachment and see how the project would develop fi rst. They still 
hoped that the school would open up new nurturing exchange relationships 
as had repeatedly been promised by the school staff. As a matter of fact, the 
Church of Scientology is engaged in development projects throughout the 
world. The organization presents its “development” activities as follows: “As 
Church members progress up the Bridge and increase their own understand-
ing and awareness of themselves and their fellow men, it is natural that their 
attention turns to the world around them and that they assume responsibility 
for the conditions they fi nd there. Charity and social responsibility are natural 
outgrowths of their spiritual values. And compared to similarly sized congre-
gations, Scientologists pride themselves in performing more hours of commu-
nity service per capita.”7

If we use the vocabulary of exchange, Scientologists fi rst detach negative 
parts of their persons, then acquire/attach nurturing “understanding,” which 
makes them strong to nurture others by giving “development.” According to 
the Scientology website, “The Scientologist’s approach to betterment activi-
ties is results-oriented: to handle the immediate human or community need, 
while addressing its underlying causes so lasting results and long-term im-
provements are achieved.”8 On these grounds, Scientology runs literacy proj-
ects, anti-drug campaigns and claims to defend human rights. Only at second 
glance does it become clear that with such communal support comes a strict 
net of obligations that new church members accept personally when entering 
relationships with the organization. Critics of Scientology speak of “brain-
washing” techniques that exploit personal weakness—in times of crisis, for 
example—to manipulate persons in the organization’s interests (Atack 1990; 
Miller 1988). According to such criticism, it is the church leaders’ long-term 
aim to gain new members and to make them psychologically dependent on 
the organization, thus forcing them to continue nurturing them in exchange. 
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Members are required to devote a great amount of their time to participating 
in church services and events but also to daily training sessions in which they 
learn and attach the fundamental values of Scientology belief. Church staff 
members are expected to devote most of their lives to Scientology. Still, the 
organization stresses the individuality of its members: “All Church staff are 
dedicated individuals. Staff in missions and churches generally work a 40-
hour week from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. and return to their homes and families at 
the end of the work day. Other staff work evenings and weekends. Staff also 
devote 2 1/2 hours of each day to Scientology training and auditing so they 
themselves can continue up The Bridge.”9

One of the aims of Scientology is to acquire new staff all over the world, also 
in the Pacifi c region. Churches have been operating in Australia and New Zea-
land for years and have recently begun to spread towards Papua New Guinea.

Auditing Practices
The process of Auditing (from Latin audire, to hear) is described by Scientol-
ogists as a specifi c form of personal counseling. Persons are asked questions 
that aim at fi nding and locating psychic “events” that cause emotional pain, 
which is seen as the main reason for most psychic problems. This involves 
a deep intrusion into a person’s self through a special form of talk between 
auditor and the so-called Preclear (the person who is audited) during which 
the auditor follows an exact pattern of Study Technology and poses questions 
which the Preclear has to answer. In such auditing sessions, often an E-Meter 
is used. This is an electronic device that works on the principle of a lie detec-
tor; according to Scientology it detects the “psychic” wounds a person has by 
reacting to the Preclear’s answers. The E-Meter is used as a means to observe 
the conscience of the audited persons. Specifi c techniques involved are, for 
example, the repetition of certain questions, sometimes for hours, and the 
observation of the person’s reaction to it. Independent psychologists have de-
scribed such auditing practices as a psychological technique that can lead to 
dependence and the readiness to be manipulated.10 Inaku’e, who claimed to 
have seen the “magic machine” in the new school, told me that it looked like 
two tinned fi sh cans joined together with wire and connected to a screen. This 
machine, said Inaku’e, would extract all negative and bad thoughts from peo-
ple’s minds, thus cleaning them and turning previously bad persons into good 
ones.11 Inakue’s detailed description of the way this machine works shows that 
the new belief and its ritual practices were interpreted by my Bena interlocu-
tors in terms of exchange and partibility.

My sister Christine was one of the fi rst students in the newly opened school 
in Napamogona. Her intention was to receive (to attach to her person) educa-
tion, something she had missed out on previously. She wanted to improve her 
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literacy and get a “certifi cate” that would qualify her later for work in town. 
She paid her fi fty-kina fee and was ready to learn. However, so she told me, 
instead of being brought straight to her lessons on her fi rst day in school, 
she was allocated a personal supervisor or trainer, in this case a young man 
from the coast. He explained to her that she would have to undergo a daily 
“auditing” procedure before entering the classroom. According to Christine, 
“auditing” in this context means “telling secrets.” In order to be open to the 
new knowledge that awaited her, so the man told her, she would need to free 
herself from all her negative thoughts and clean her mind by confessing all 
her secrets to him. Only then would she be clean enough to become a member 
of the organization; only then would she be in the position to participate in 
the promised (nurturing) exchange of knowledge and become a better, more 
successful (stronger) person.

From this description it becomes clear that Scientological practices are 
structurally similar to exchange between partible persons, or at least that they 
can easily be read in these terms. In auditing practices, for example, an “un-
clean,” “polluted,” and “weak” person detaches bad (weakening, polluting) 
parts, which her strong supervisor then attaches to his person (by adding the 
bad information to his personal knowledge). He is apparently strong enough 
to take this attachment without being weakened. By using specifi c auditing 
techniques (and technical devices as the E-meter) he is able to transfer at-
tached negative parts into strength. The knowledge about people’s “secrets” 
makes him “strong” towards them. It gives him strength that he can force on 
them later—for example, by psychologically manipulating them or by means 
of simple blackmail.12 In return for these attachments, the supervisor gives 
seemingly “good” (nurturing) parts of knowledge to the audited person for 
attachment. This makes the person stronger and more nurturing in the rela-
tionship to the church and other members.

My sister, like most of the Napamogona, reacted to the auditing procedure 
with great suspicion. When asked to confess her secrets, she insisted she had 
none. Her supervisor, however, asked her to trust him and repeated the same 
questions, always asking her to give away her secrets. When she still refused 
to confess, he asked her to do a test that would confi rm or refute her statement. 
For this experiment she had to hold two metal “tins,” one in each hand. These 
“tins” were connected with a wire that led to a monitor, so she told me, where 
different lines showed up, indicating that my sister spoke the truth or lied. 
Apparently, the E-Meter was used in the auditing sessions in Napamogona. 

The use of this “magic machine” (which, according to Inaku’e somehow 
also involved crystals that suddenly lit) fi rst impressed people very much, but 
soon it gave rise to suspicions and tensions. Polako commented on this prac-
tice: “They monitor our lives and I am not clear why they want to monitor our 
lives. I don’t think that they have the right to monitor our lives. Only God, He 
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sees us and judges us, but no man on this earth has the right to monitor our 
lives” (interview, 2004). Polako’s fear was that the new “church” would begin 
to control and manipulate the lives of people by fi rst getting to know all their 
secrets and then monitoring them continuously. Their intentions remained un-
clear, but Polako assumed they wanted to gain power over the lives and souls 
of people. In terms of Bena exchange, the new guests aimed at taking on 
detached parts of Bena persons—here in the form of their personal secrets—
and thus increase their strength and their power over them. The question was 
whether they would reciprocate with the promised nurturance or not. If people 
gave away their “secrets,” they would strengthen the strangers and allow them 
to later exercise this strength excessively by forcing it back on the villagers. 
As a consequence, the latters’ thoughts might become confused; their spirits 
would be weakened by this strength until they fi nally would be weak enough 
to be totally controlled by the organization. According to Polako, a great deal 
of mistrust was justifi ed.

Given further that this church was not grounded on Christian belief, Polako 
and other Christians in the village began to associate it with evil forces—
Satan. The exchange practices the organization displayed resembled negative 
forms of Bena exchange and were therefore structurally similar to magical 
practices and evil forces (weakening others by forcing one’s strength on them 
and then taking away detached parts of their persons to strengthen oneself but 
without reciprocating with nurturance).

Even persons who were not-so-committed Christians became increasingly 
suspicious. My sister, for example, angrily left the school after several at-
tempts of “cleaning” her in auditing sessions had failed. When she talked to 
me about her decision to quit, she laughed and asked me ironically what kind 
of secrets she should have told her male trainer—maybe when she had her 
last period? She found his behavior intrusive and totally ignorant of taboos 
and rules in the conduct of social relationships in Bena. Although the auditing 
practices work in the framework of partible personhood and are thus actually 
compatible with Bena culture, Christine did not accept them because by ask-
ing inappropriate questions, her supervisor asked for the wrong detachments. 
As a woman, she would never tell a strange man, a coastal man above all, 
any of her secrets. Further aspects of the teachings upset her. From the few 
lessons she had taken, she gathered that what she learned had more to do 
with the “brain” of people and with the way they think than with basic sub-
jects like writing or mathematics that she was interested in. A literacy course 
was offered, but one could not attend any of the classes without the auditing 
and without participating in obligatory lessons that were meant to “educate” 
people in accordance with Scientology ideology. When my sister compared 
her notebook to that of “normal” students in other schools, she found that her 
topics were different from theirs. When she inquired more, she found out that 
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the promised certifi cate would not be recognized by any public institution and 
that the contents of the teachings had little to do with “normal” education and 
fi nding work.

Suspicions in the village increased even more, and the enthusiasm regard-
ing the new exchange relationship faded. As a consequence, the schoolhouses 
remained unfi nished, the roofs were only partly covered, and walls were miss-
ing. Nevertheless, some auditing sessions and classes were held. People in 
Napamogona were again told that they needed to fi nish the buildings quickly 
because Tom Cruise was now on the way to Papua New Guinea and so were 
the computers. According to Inaku’e, people were further told that they would 
have to follow their obligation to recruit new members if they wanted to be-
come members of the organization. During this time, there was a slight split in 
the community. On one side were committed Christians like Polako who now 
publicly opposed the project and tried to convince the rest of the community. 
On the other side were those who still hoped for a nurturing exchange with the 
newcomers and were therefore supportive of it. The latter saw the fulfi lling of 
I HELP’s demands as an investment in a strong future relationship. This shows 
that Scientology practices did not contradict the Bena conception of exchange 
and partibility of person; but they were grounded in a different understanding 
of which parts were actually transactable. Further, the Bena and Scientology 
attitudes towards reciprocity in exchange differed. Having offered land and 
labor, people in Napamogona expected a return before they were willing to 
continue nurturing the relationship to the newcomers.

However, instead of reciprocating, I HELP increased the demands. My in-
terlocutors complained to me about the new directive that each person who 
joined the organization should recruit thirty new students. Together, the com-
munity of Napamogona should fi nd three thousand new members to get the 
school started and help it grow. However, in spite of their high demands, the 
members of the organization had so far not delivered anything to the com-
munity that would justify these demands. The school asked for land, support, 
money; they wanted to monitor people’s lives and force them to recruit other 
members—but their promises had not yet been kept. Tensions between the I 
HELP students and staff and the community rose. Representing a negative 
form of exchange (so far at least), the approach of I HELP was not compatible 
with the Bena ideal of nurturing exchange. Quite to the contrary, it seemed to 
become a non-nurturing and rather weakening kind of relationship—a charac-
teristic that clearly recalled harmful sorcery and witchcraft.

Failed Exchange?
By June, none of the announced Hollywood stars had shown up in the vil-
lage. Inaku’e was the only Napamogona person who tried to justify this. He 
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conjectured that Tom Cruise and John Travolta were waiting for the village 
schoolhouses to be completed, and as long as the village was not prepared, 
they would not come. Most other people, however, had a different opinion. 
They began to feel deceived (not nurtured) by the newcomers. Suspicion in-
creased even more when people witnessed my unsuccessful attempts to get 
an interview with one of the school’s teachers. We wondered why none of 
the staff was available for an interview with me. Tau concluded angrily that 
ol mas haitim sampela samting, “they must be hiding something” (personal 
conversation, 2004). Further aspects contributed to the community’s increas-
ing dissatisfaction with the organization. Some people had already paid their 
fees but not yet received anything in return. Most people in Napamogona 
began to feel that this exchange relationship was only to their disadvantage. 
Tau told me, “We wasted our time, energy, working force, and material, like 
nails, and what did we get? It seems as if they are lying to us. Some of us 
paid their school fees already. But they never got a valid certifi cate. And the 
money, they don’t give it back. We have enough of their ways now and it seems 
as if the community will make a decision and force them to leave our village 
(interview, 2004).

Finally, the community decided to terminate the relationship with the 
church. The fi rst visual consequence of this decision was that work on the 
schoolhouses stopped completely. The contact between the staff and villag-
ers decreased. While some of the coastal I HELP students had often played 
volleyball with local teenagers, they now withdrew from public places and 
reduced their presence in the village. Fewer classes took place. The situation 
dragged on until fi nally two I HELP representatives from the coast, a man and 
a woman, visited the village. Unfortunately, I was not there on this occasion, 
but was told that the two guests arrived in a big black Toyota with mirrored 
windows. My relatives found their behavior arrogant. I was told that they spoke 
English so fast that very few of the Napamogona actually understood what 
they said and that they did not explain well what they wanted. The following 
was understood: the woman talked about the grounds the organization owned 
overseas, especially in Hawai’i and New Zealand. She addressed especially 
the women and encouraged them to become active members, promising that 
some of them would then be invited to New Zealand where they could stay on 
the organization’s beautiful property, meet other members from all over the 
Pacifi c, and receive money for their village school. After this friendly intro-
duction, the man talked. He complained about the school buildings not being 
ready yet and threatened that if people were not engaging more in advertising 
the new school outside the village borders, they would not benefi t from any of 
the school’s advantages but remain “bush kanaka.” He further stressed that all 
participants were obliged to pay their fees and that otherwise the school would 
leave Napamogona and give its benefi ts to another community.
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According to my interlocutors, the guests failed entirely to convince the Na-
pamogona of the benefi ts I HELP had to offer. The Napamogona claimed that 
they had turned back to their normal lives because the organization had not 
fulfi lled the promises. People had realized that the expected reciprocity in this 
new exchange relationship was not granted at all and had therefore stopped 
their active involvement in the exchange. On this occasion, they demonstrated 
their disappointment by simply ignoring the visitors and their requests. I was 
told that the representatives left Napamogona—and were never seen again. I 
was told that they shouted “You will never be ready for us” when they left the 
village, implying, in Bena terms of exchange, that people were not “strong” 
enough to enter a relationship with them. My interlocutors reacted to such 
statements with humor. The fact that the I HELP group also did not establish 
itself in Goroka, but dissolved because most students left, was for a while a 
popular topic for jokes that circled in Napamogona.13

My relatives turned the failure of connecting with a seemingly new source of 
nurturance (that had proven itself to be an illusion) into a benefi t for the com-
munity. Of course, the leaders had plan B in store. Work on the half-fi nished 
houses was slowly taken up again. One of them was turned into a community 
building, where people now sit together sheltered from rain, and the other is 
used for storage purposes.

Conclusion
Although Scientology practices are structurally similar to a Bena understand-
ing of exchange in terms of partible personhood, they have failed to convince 
people in Bena. They were not conjoined with Bena culture but were tried, 
examined, and then dismissed. The reason for the failure of I HELP to estab-
lish itself in the village did not lie in any fundamental incompatibility of the 
Scientology and Bena concepts of exchange; both seemed to be working in 
terms of interpersonal transactability and partible personhood. Rather, they 
parted company because of their different approaches to the question of which 
parts were to be transacted, and to what outcome. The organization’s failure to 
fulfi ll local expectations towards the exchange relationship by not considering 
concurrent taboos and demands in social practices led to mistrust and anger. 
Instead of entering a positive (nurturing) exchange relationship, people feared 
that it would turn into a negative (weakening) form of exchange.

The newly introduced “religion” did not contradict Bena mechanisms of 
exchange in their structure. In fact, like Christianity, it operates with a simi-
lar understanding of exchange and personhood—namely the exchange of de-
tached parts of persons. Similarity, however, is not enough for the syncretic 
conjoining of different belief systems. The relationship to the I HELP organi-
zation represented the “bad,” undesired, and dangerous side of Bena exchange. 
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The organization’s exchange practices revealed themselves as negative and 
weakening in Bena understanding. If something is clearly perceived as a threat 
to people, they will obviously try to avoid its incorporation into their own per-
sonal and cultural context. Thus, in spite of an underlying structural similarity 
of I HELP and Bena in terms of exchange, people did not incorporate the new 
elements into their lives. Before dismissing them, however, they tested whether 
they could have a supplementary function to Bena belief. The interpretation 
of the auditing process and the use of the “magic machine” as an object that 
could clean people’s minds was perceived as similar to and an extension of 
confession in Christian belief. There the priest is the mediator between Chris-
tians and God. Through his strength, he is in close contact with God and can 
ask God for his forgiveness in the name of the sinner. Sins, when they are 
confessed and regretted, are then forgiven. However, it is the relationship to 
God that is the center of this exchange, not to the priest. I HELP supervisors 
seemed to take on a similar role to that of priests but, given that no concept 
of God was involved, they were positioned as the central exchange partner for 
new members. Since they did not reciprocate to their students with detached 
parts of their person (for example, by talking about their own “secrets”) but 
mainly responded with further demands, an unequal relationship developed. 
Supervisors and teachers promised faster nurturance than priests—expressed 
in material and spiritual goods—but the Napamogona found that they did not 
fulfi ll their promises. The new elements of I HELP belief and exchange did 
not supplement Bena belief in any way.

The fact that Christianity had established itself in Bena long before the 
Church of Scientology arrived contributed to the latter’s failure in PNG. The 
techniques of I HELP resembled indigenous forms of harmful magic and were 
associated with Satan. Especially Christians considered involvement in such 
practices dangerous and undesired. The idea that a person’s life should be 
monitored—and consequently controlled—by strangers was received with 
greatest suspicion, even disgust, or with ironic distance. Some parts in the 
Bena dividual are not detachable. In the same way a person needs to detach 
parts of him or herself in exchange, he or she keeps some aspects (secrets) to 
his or her self; and a violation of this right is interpreted as a threat to a per-
son’s (or community’s) sovereignty. This interpretation, however, is grounded 
in the fear that the exchange partner will use the received detached parts—in 
this example secret personal information—to exercise strength over the weak-
ened exchange partner. If one possesses personal information, and with it the 
attached parts of that person, one becomes stronger and can exercise excessive 
strength to one’s benefi t and to the disadvantage of the “victim.” Thus the 
auditing process represents an unequal exchange that bears the danger of be-
coming a threat to the person who gives his or her secrets away. In this regard 
it embodies negative exchange and recalls magical practices.
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This chapter adds to the conclusion of the previous chapter, where I argued 
that two basic criteria are fulfi lled when Western elements are incorporated 
into Bena culture. Syncretism is here grounded in the similarities/correspon-
dence that the conjoined cultural elements or concepts share in reference to 
their understanding of exchange and the partibility of person, and on the sup-
plementing character the new elements are perceived to possess for Bena ex-
change and the dividual.

By giving an example of failed culture change in Bena, I have shown that 
the similarity of cultural concepts alone is not suffi cient for their conjoining. 
Although Scientology practices share the partible approach to personhood and 
work with an exchange of personal detachments that can easily be framed in 
Bena terms of nurturance and strength (nogoya’a and sikrafu’i), they were not 
conjoined with Bena belief because they embodied the negative, weakening, 
and undesired side of Bena exchange. In their non-nurturing character, they 
resembled magic and, even worse, practices associated with Satan. Like other 
weakening elements of Western cultures—for example, drinking beer or the 
habit of gambling—Scientology practices promised nurturance at fi rst glance 
but in fact withdrew it and weakened persons while increasing the organiza-
tion’s strength. After realizing this, the Napamogona reacted by cutting off 
the relationship. They began to ignore the newcomers. In other words, they 
stopped nurturing the relationship through withdrawal. This failed syncretism 
can be explained in Kirsch’s (2006: 95f.) terms of “unrequited reciprocity.” 
Kirsch holds that “exchange provides the measure of the person in terms of 
what he or she is able to elicit from others” and, as a result, “the failure to 
fulfi ll exchange obligations … is experienced as a negative assessment by the 
person who does not receive his or her due.” He further emphasizes that “the 
experience of unrequited reciprocity can be dehumanizing” (Kirsch 2006: 
80). The “dehumanizing experience” that the Napamogona felt in their rela-
tionship with I HELP was expressed in their assumption that the organization 
would weaken the community by taking (money, support, time, even secrets 
of persons) without reciprocating in adequate ways. Sahlins (1972: 195) de-
fi ned negative reciprocity as the “unsociable extreme,” which Kirsch (2006: 
95) called “the closest analogue for unrequited reciprocity in the anthropo-
logical literature”14 and a mode of exchange “in which persons maximize 
their opportunities and status at the expense of others.” As I have explained 
in the previous chapters—and as anthropologists have shown for many Mel-
anesian cultures (e.g., Courtens 2008; Kirsch 2006; Munn 1986)—antisocial 
and greedy behavior in exchange is closely associated with witchcraft and 
sorcery. The Bena analysis of the encounter with I HELP worked along these 
lines. Similar to the Yonggom reaction to the Ok Tedi Mining Company (see 
Kirsch 2006: 120f.), the Bena framed their confl ict with I HELP “in moral 
terms that invoke the absence of an appropriate social relationship” between 
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the organization and the villagers (Kirsch 2006: 121). Scientology offered 
conceptual similarities, but it did not supplement preexisting Bena ideas of 
acquiring nurturance in any way. Rather, it displayed characteristics of unre-
quited reciprocity that a desired Bena exchange should not have—non-nur-
turance and excessive strength, both traits of harmful sorcery and witchcraft. 
The organization’s attempt to establish a training center in the community was 
therefore bound to fail.

Notes
 1. A Mormon temple has been built in Goroka, and the sight of neatly dressed white 

American males addressing people has become frequent. The temple building itself—
on the southeastern fringe of the town—convinces with its grand and generous archi-
tecture and with its bright white stone.

 2. See “The International Hubbard Ecclesiastical League of Pastors,” Scientology News-
room: The Offi cial Media Resource Center for the Church of Scientology, accessed 
25 April 2017, http://www.scientologynews.org/church-structure/international-hubb
ard-ecclesiastical-league-of-pastors.html. 

 3. See “Ecclesiastical Structure: Individual Churches of Scientology and Their Con-
gregations,” excerpted from The Church of Scientology: 40th Anniversary, posted on 
Church of Scientology Human Rights News Forum, accessed 25 April 2017 http://
www.theta.com/goodman/eccstruc.htm.

 4. It is one aim of IHELP to educate people and fi ght illiteracy.
 5. It is not the purpose of this chapter to refer extensively to the various important crit-

icisms on Scientology by ex-members and others. Scientology is often described as 
a dangerous sect, and many facts strengthen this assumption. It is my intention here 
to show the similarities and dissimilarities of Scientology belief with Bena ideas of 
exchange—nothing more.

 6. For comparison, see the Scientology website www.dianetics.org/#/videos, accessed 25 
April 2017, and Atack 1990; DeWolfe and Corydon 1992; Miller 1988. 

 7. Source: www.scientology.org/religion/management/pg001.html, accessed 25 April 
2017. 

 8. Ibid.
 9. “The Ministry of the Scientology Religion,” excerpted from The Church of Scientology: 

40th Anniversary, posted on Church of Scientology Human Rights News Forum, www
.theta.com/goodman/ministry.htm, accessed 25 April 2017.

10. “Scientology.” Wikipedia: Die freie Enzyklopädie, http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scien
tology, accessed 25 April 2017.

11. I have not seen this “magic machine” myself, nor have I had the chance to witness 
any of the auditing sessions or classes. Unfortunately, the school staff refused to be 
interviewed by me, and when Tau and I went to look for the teachers, they were never 
around. My impression was that they did not want me to investigate their activities and 
avoided contact. Therefore, the data I gathered is clearly Napamogona-biased. 

12. This was, according to many interviews with my interlocutors, the main fear of the 
Napamogona.
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13. I did not witness this event but only refer to the information my interlocutors provided 
after the incident. I have not met the representatives, nor did I have the chance to talk 
to members of the staff.

14. Kirsch (2006: 95) uses the term “unrequited reciprocity” as an extension of Sahlins’s 
model of “negative reciprocity.” According to Kirsch, negative reciprocity is a term 
too neutral and too impersonal; it neglects interpersonal and emotive connotations as 
well as a focus on the “excluded other.”

Figure 8.1: David Papua’e, 2013


