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Valka-Mir Foundation Cultural Identity and
Social Dynamics of the Arapesh People

Cultural Portrait: The Arapesh of But Village

An ethnographic interview on social structures, tribal conflict, and identity in East Sepik, PNG.
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Introduction

This document summarizes an interview regarding the Arapesh ethnic group in But Village, East Sepik
Province, Papua New Guinea. It explores the community's patrilineal social structure, the tension
between communal and individualistic mindsets, and the underlying causes of tribal conflict.

Detailed Summary

Geographic and Ethnic Identity

The interviewee originates from But Village, a coastal community situated along the Sepik Highway in
the East Sepik Province. The residents belong to the Arapesh ethnic group and are unified by their
shared Arapesh language. Within the region, they are often distinguished by their physical appearance,
characterized by fairer skin and "softer" facial features compared to the traditional "carving faces"
associated with other Sepik groups 00:00-01:0901:1001:1601:2301:29.

Community Profile: But Village

LANGUAGE GEOGRAPHY SOCIAL SYSTEM
Arapesh Coastal / Highway Patrilineal

Social Structure and Gender Roles

The Arapesh practice a patrilineal system where land and resources are passed from fathers to sons.
While women do not inherit land, they are traditionally cared for by their male relatives, including
fathers, brothers, and uncles. However, this structure creates a significant gender imbalance; resources
and educational opportunities are prioritized for males, leaving women with fewer perceived prospects
for the future 01:30-02:0802:54-03:19.




The Conflict of Communal Mindsets

The community is traditionally socio-centric, emphasizing communal sharing and the idea that individual
resources belong to the whole group. This mindset creates a sense of entitlement where personal
success is often met with jealousy. In modern times, a shift toward egocentrism (individualism) has
caused friction, as those who do not share their wealth—such as fish or money earned in the city—face
grudges or physical attacks from the community 02:09-02:3803:19-03:5208:07-09:02.

Root Causes of Tribal Conflict

+  Sorcery Accusations: Often used as a pretext to attack vulnerable elders or
those living alone.

+ Economic Jealousy: Retaliation against individuals whose standard of living
exceeds the communal average.

+ Retaliation Cycles: Violence often escalates when relatives of the accused
or attacked parties fight back.

Tribal Violence and Resolution

Tribal fights are frequently triggered by sorcery accusations or jealousy regarding economic disparity.
Elders, women, and children are the most vulnerable during these conflicts, often serving as scapegoats
or collateral damage. To resolve these issues, male leaders from different communities convene to
negotiate compensation or, in extreme cases, agree on "life-for-a-life" justice to end the root cause of
the conflict 03:53-05:1505:30-06:1606:16-07:37.

Personal Safety and Cultural Pride

Despite the high level of insecurity and the need for secrecy when traveling from the city to the village to
avoid communal demands, the interviewee expresses deep pride in their heritage. The community is
described as a protective network that, despite internal conflicts, will "step up" to look after and save its
members in times of genuine need 07:38-08:0709:02-09:51.

Conclusion

The Arapesh people maintain a complex social fabric where deep-seated communal values provide a
safety net but also fuel tribal conflict through jealousy and sorcery accusations. While modern
individualism is rising, the patrilineal and socio-centric traditions continue to define the community's
internal justice and identity.



Valka-Mir Foundation Qualitative Interview Papua New Guinea Respondent from East Sepik Province May 30", 2026 by
Ms. Vincencia Batia, University of PNG at Port Moresby

Valka-Mir Foundation SO, our interview is based on the East ... East Sepik Province of Papua New
Guinea and we have a couple of questions that I'm going to ask you. The first one is, uh, where
are you from? Your state, your home province, and your local village name.

Interviewee |'m from East Sepik Province. My village is But Village.

Valka-Mir Foundation All right, thank you. Uh, where is your place located? Can you describe your
physical environment?

Interviewee Um, my village is located along the Sepik Highway. It's a coastal village.

Valka-Mir Foundation Coastal village?

Interviewee Yeah.

Valka-Mir Foundation All right. Um, what do people call or refer to your ethnic group or community?

Interviewee Um, people refer to my ethnic group as the Arapesh ethnic group because we all es-
... we all speak the Arapesh language.

Valka-Mir Foundation Okay, thank you. Can you describe the physical appearance of your people
that distinguishes them from the f- rest of the country?

Interviewee Um, for my people specifically, in my village, we're known as, you would say the
beautiful Sepiks-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... because we're more, um, fair-skinned.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee YES.

Valka-Mir Foundation Fair skin?

Interviewee Yes, light-skinned people, like, y- not the typical Sepik carving faces that you'd see.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee You'd say that we have more, like, softer features.

Valka-Mir Foundation That's for your community?

Interviewee Yes, for my community.

Valka-Mir Foundation Okay, thank you. Um, what type of sociological structure do you practice? Is it
patrilineal or matrilineal and is it effective today?

Interviewee IN My community, we have a patrilineal society.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee And | would say it is effective because even till this day, land is still being passed
down from fathers to sons-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... and it's al- ... It's still being maintained in the community. Even if you're a woman
and you don't inherit anything, you are still taken care of by your fathers, your brothers, your
uncles.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm. Okay, thank you. |Is your community socioentric or egocentric?
Meaning that, does your people work together as a community to achieve something, or they
only care about themselves and have, um, individualism mentality?

Interviewee Um, in my community, it's more of a socio-centric-
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm. Okay.

Interviewee ... cCOmmunity. That's what it used to be previously.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.
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Interviewee
But in modern times as we've been going, people have becoming more egocentric.

Valka-Mir Foundation Egocentric. Okay. So, um, how do your traditions, culture or social roles
influence people's thoughts and actions? Your culture, traditions, how do they influence
people's thought and actions?

Interviewee Well, because our community is very male-cantered, patrilineal-
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... the males are given more priority, like, for education and things like that. Resources
are mostly given to the males.

Valka-Mir Foundation Males.

Interviewee VWOmen, you're not considered as important or, you know-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... that you don't really have a future. The resources that are there are given to males.
Valka-Mir Foundation Males.

Interviewee For, like, culture side, um, the bad side of being socio-centric is that everyone feels
that they're entitled to what you have.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.
Interviewee YOUr ... The money that you earn, the ... your house, the things that you have-
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... it's not truly considered yours. You have to share with your community no matter
what.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee Because of our socio-centric mindset, it's like, what you have is not yours.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee It's also for the community. They're as much entitled to what you have.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm. Okay. Thank you. Um, so what are the root causes of, uh, tribal
fights? Can you describe what happen if you have tribal fights in your village? Can you describe
what happen during tribal fights in your community?

Interviewee UM, the root causes of tribal fights in my community are mostly because of, um,
sorcery accusations and also because of jealousy.

Valka-Mir Foundation Jealousy.

Interviewee Where this also goes back to our socio-centric, um, style of living, where, um, one
person cannot be living better than the other.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee Everyone in the community has to have the same standard of life. And if one person
seems to be doing better, he or she may be attacked by the community and then-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... that person's other relatives retaliate, and this is one of the main causes why we
have tribal fight- fights. And the second one is, um, in instances of sorcery-related, um,
violence, where they accuse a certain member of a community, mostly, um, old males or
females that live alone, and when they attack these old people-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... the relatives of that individual retaliate.
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Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee SO those are the two main-

Valka-Mir Foundation clears throat)

Interviewee ... FOOt causes of tribal fights in my community.

Valka-Mir Foundation Okay, thank you. Um, how does, um, the tribal fights affect your daily life in
the community, and how does it affect elders, women, and children?

Interviewee IN My community, how does tribal fighting-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... affect our daily lives? Well, for elders, um, they're more vulnerable-
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... because they don't have anyone to protect them, especially those that live alone
and their children are elsewhere. They're more prone to being killed-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... Or they're used as, like, scapegoats. When something happens, they are the ... It's
usually the elders that are accused of practicing sorcery and are killed. And women and
children are usually collateral damage in this-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.
Interviewee ... type of tribal fights because-... they're easier to be killed.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee SO mostly, they are the ones that pay the price, the elders and the women and
children, not so much, um, young males because they can fight back.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm. Okay, thank you. So how is conflict resolved and justice served
within your community? Are there any traditional ways of solving issues? And if there is, can you
give a b-brief description on how it's done? How is justice served within your community?

Interviewee Um, within my community, when it comes to resolving issues or tribal conflicts-
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... UM, usually, there's, like, a male leader in our community.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee SO they call, like, a meeting and there's leaders from each community that comes
together to stand and call a meeting. And during that meeting, they discuss everyone that's
killed and if houses were burnt down.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.
Interviewee All this, they discuss it, they put it forward, and they all agree on a price-
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... like compensation or in extreme matters, they agree on who has to be killed to pay
the price for what happened.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee SO the community may get together to hunt down the person or persons that were
responsible for the conflict, and they have to pay the price through their life, and that's one way.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee S0 it's either you put an end to the root cause of the conflict and through
compensation.
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Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm. Okay, thank you. So how do you feel ... How do you currently feel in
your community? How safe do you currently feel?

Interviewee Well, in my community, | would say it's not safe.
Valka-Mir Foundation Not safe. Mm-hmm.

Interviewee Even, like, right now.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee SO, like, if me, if I'm in the city and if I'm going to the village, what we usually do, you
do not tell anyone, like, when you're going to the village, how long you'll stay-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... because of, like | said before, there's our sociocentric, like, mentality.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm.

Interviewee Everything that you have, it's, like, theirs also.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee And you cannot have anything for yourself. If you go to, you must, like, go with money
‘cause the moment you're there, people will show up.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee And if you don't, like, give to the people, they will, like, turn around on you.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee Because in their eyes, like, you're doing better than them. You're living in the city.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee And with their mentality, it's like you owe it to them to give back to the community.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee SO you're not safe.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee Like, even people living in the village, you... if you go and you catch, like, fish or if your
relatives from another village-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... bring you a pig, it's not your s-. You have to share it-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... With the entire community. And if you don't, they will, like, hold it as a grudge.
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee And later on, they'll, like, find an excuse to attack you.

Valka-Mir Foundation Okay. Thank you. So the, the last question. How do you feel about yourself
being a Sepik person?

Interviewee How do | feel about myself being a Sepik person?

Valka-Mir Foundation A Sepik person or being a, a Dagua person, like-

Interviewee Yes. Or being a person from my community.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm. From your community.

Interviewee Well, I'd say I'm proud to be where I'm from. You know, it's given me the features that |
have-

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.
Interviewee ... the confidence, a community where people, we always look out for each other.
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Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee \We may have conflict or whatnot, but when you're truly in need of help or saving-
Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm.

Interviewee ... My community will always step up to look after me and protect me.

Valka-Mir Foundation Mm-hmm. True.

Interviewee SO | would say I'm very proud of where I'm from.

Valka-Mir Foundation All right. Thank you so much.

Interviewee YOu're welcome. you’re welcome.





