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Introduction

The ‘Badness’ of Colonialism

There is now almost universal agreement ‘that colonialism was bad’.1 Even if 
there has been a degree of revisionism in recent years, as documented by William 
Easterly in favour of neo-trusteeship and ‘postmodern imperialism’, it is still 
common to find condemnation of colonial rule. Accounts abound of brutality 
by colonial officials against indigenous populations. There are numerous 
assessments which purport to have found a lack of growth, improvement in 
living standards and generalised political repression. Where colonial rule 
continued after World War II, the consequences are included in what another 
economist asserts is ‘the failure of post-war development policy’.2 While more 
measured accounts appear they are less influential.

The near-universal assessment of colonialism’s damaging effects also is applicable 
to accounts of the South Pacific and particularly late colonial, post-World 
War II, Papua New Guinea (PNG). The views of influential former academic 
and ex-World Bank economist Helen Hughes are typical. Hughes is scathingly 
condemnatory, concluding that the colonial powers, particularly Australia, 
failed to bring growth and development. Hughes has asserted that although the 
South Pacific region ‘has been stalled at the communal stage of development’, 
nevertheless:

the violence that was endemic in Pacific societies was held at bay 
during the colonial era by the imposition of security and probably more 
importantly, by rising living standards.3

How stalling at the communal stage was or could be associated with colonial 
authority and an improvement in welfare is not explained. Hughes also proposed 
that nostalgia about the colonial legacy is entirely misplaced. This is in part 
because:

Colonial administration was almost entirely carried out by expatriates. 
Kiaps, other local administrators and Christian missions treated local 
populations as children. Roads, airfields, ports, water and electricity 

1 William Easterly The White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much Harm 
and So Little Good (New York: Penguin, 2006) p. 271
2 Dambisa Moyo Dead Aid: Why Aid is Not Working and How There is a Better Way for Africa (New York: 
Farrar, Strauss and Girou, 2009) p. xix
3 Helen Hughes ‘Aid has failed the Pacific’ Issue Analysis 7 May 2003, no. 33, p. 11, Ex-Kiap Network Forum, 
retrieved 12 September 2005 at <http://exkiap. net?articles/cis20030507-failed-aid/ia33.htm>
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serviced urban areas where expatriates lived. Production and 
productivity were neglected except for expatriate plantations …. The 
prospects for independence were long denied (as they still are in the 
French colonies) so that when independence came to the Pacific as the 
result of global anti-colonisation agitation, Pacific populations were 
unprepared for it. Unpreparedness was a major cause of the difficulties 
the Pacific has encountered.4

Leaving aside for the moment the obvious internal inconsistencies in these two 
conclusions about colonialism in the region, of which PNG is the largest and 
most populous country, there is nothing original in Hughes’ recent assertions. 
Indeed, as is shown later in this study, many of them were made during the 
1950s and 1960s by critics of Australian rule and from a range of political 
positions. Then as now, critics located at distinct and distant places on the 
political spectrum borrow lines of argument from each other with a promiscuity 
that is striking.5

Against the current obsession with so-called evidence based policy, it needs 
to be recognised that assessing the nature and effects of colonial rule is not 
primarily an empirical matter. Undoubtedly there are difficulties and shortages 
of data, some of which are sketched in the Appendix of this book. Nor is it 
a matter of pointing out that Hughes, to continue with this critic, is simply 
empirically wrong. As is easily shown, late colonial authorities did not ignore 
smallholder production and pay attention only to plantations. Due in substantial 
measure to the work of colonial extension officers, by 1959 smallholders in the 
PNG Highlands had planted a greater area with coffee than had occurred on 
expatriate-owned large holdings. At least until the mid-1960s, the principal 
focus of Administration attention was directed at expanding household 
production of immediately consumed, locally and internationally marketed 
crops. This attention was largely successful. By 1965, the favourable results of 
the efforts to increase indigenous smallholder ‘production and productivity’ 
were known in Canberra and at the World Bank.

Across the late colonial period, intellectual and political contests were 
conducted about the nature of Australian rule over an indigenous population 

4 Hughes ‘Aid has failed the Pacific’ p. 12. For a contrary and minority view of post-war Australian rule in 
PNG during some of the years covered in this book see Peter Ryan ‘Papua New Guinea: the almost broken 
country’ Keith Jackson & Friends: PNG Attitude 6 September 2012, retrieved 11 September 2012 at <http://
asopa.typepad.com/asopa_people/2012/09/papua-new-guinea-the-almost-broken-country-nearing-90-peter-
ryan-reflects-on-his-association-with-pn.html?cid=6a00d83454f2ec69e20177448bee17970d> which includes 
the sentence: ‘For the 12 years from 1951 to 1963 it was possible to feel up-beat (rather than “sombre”) about 
PNG’s prospect of a successful transition from colony to thriving, independent modern state’.
5 Easterly The White Man’s Burden commences Chapter Eight ‘From Colonialism to Postmodern Imperialism’ 
citing favourably FA Hayek, with whom he clearly empathises. Within a few pages he also draws upon the 
work of Mahmood Mamdani to bolster an anti-colonial argument, without even pausing to note that this 
ostensible similarity is nearly all the two have in common politically or ideologically (see pp. 269 onwards).
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spread across a physically attractive as well as intimidatingly rugged land and 
sea scape. Many of the disputes are placed in their context later in this book. 
However the central purpose of the study is not to go over old ground but to re-
examine the objectives and outcomes of the exercise of colonial rule during the 
approximately 30 years from 1945 until 1975 in contemporary terms, including 
the claims of Easterly, Moyo and Hughes.

As much as deficiencies in the assertions of anti-colonial critics can be shown to 
be empirically incorrect, there is a more important basis for re-considering the 
nature and effects of late colonial rule in PNG. Much of the disagreement has 
revolved around the terms of the assessment, of which there is a no more often 
applied expression than development. Did colonialism bring development? This 
remains a topic sure to provoke extreme reactions, most of them determinedly 
negative. Further, to argue against the predominant view may lead any 
proponent of such a position to being described as nostalgic, the ultimate form 
of condemnation along with romantic and utopian.

Yet if late colonialism in PNG did not bring development, there is an obvious 
paradox to be uncovered, a paradox which probably extends well beyond the 
PNG case. Throughout the entire period from 1945 until PNG’s Independence, 
no term appeared more often than development as the objective of state policies. 
Australian officials intended to bring development through policy and practice. 
Further the same officials, from successive governments in the metropole, 
ministers of the responsible departments, through to the Administration in PNG 
held state power. Even their critics acknowledge the strength of the grip when 
making the claims that these same governments, departments and officials failed 
to make development happen. If development was perhaps ‘the idea of the 
twentieth century’,6 late colonial officials in Australia and PNG inscribed this 
idea at the centre of what they aimed for and did. So having placed bringing 
development to the colony at the centre of state policy, and holding state power 
to effect the objective, the paradox at the centre of accounts which condemn 
colonialism lies in why did all the efforts over nearly three decades fail.

The short answer to these questions, provided in greater detail in the following 
pages, is that much of the difficulty of assessing what occurred in late 
colonial PNG lies in the idea of development itself. The continuing nostalgia 
surrounding development as a potential liberating force stifles understanding of 
what it represents: even such expressions as alternative development, balanced 
development and gender development remain imprisoned in a multitude of 
ways.

6 Ed Brown ‘Deconstructing development: alternative perspectives on the history of an idea’ Journal of 
Historical Geography 1996, vol. 22, no. 3, p. 333
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Papua New Guinea as International Exemplar

For the purpose of examining wider issues about the nature and effects 
of postwar colonialism, PNG provides an especially instructive example. 
Indigenous existence had been substantially changed prewar in both the 
Australian colony of Papua and the former German colony, New Guinea, 
administered since the end of World War I by Australia as a League of Nations 
Mandated Territory. Particularly in the latter, the establishment and operation 
of plantations and mines had already transformed villages where the bulk of the 
indigenous population lived. The industrial requirements of these enterprises 
for unskilled and semi-skilled workers threatened household agricultural 
production heavily dependent upon family labour processes, for which male 
labour was especially critical in tasks that included clearing land. Large areas of 
unutilised and under-utilised land on plantations owned by international firms 
and European settlers testified in part to the extent of labour shortages. As the 
1930s Depression passed and even before the war commenced the consequences 
for Papua New Guineans’ lives of the demands for more workers was already of 
concern for colonial policy. The destructiveness of the military conflict elevated 
the apprehension regarding the indigenous population’s future even further.

As a consequence of the Allied military victory and the establishment of 
the United Nations, in 1945 Australian authority was re-established over the 
colony of Papua and the now UN Trust Territory of New Guinea (see Map 
0-1). In 1949, the two territories were united administratively, even though 
for international legal and political purposes the separate entities remained. 
Australian governments submitted separate reports on Papua and New Guinea 
to the United Nations. In 1973, the territories attained self-government as PNG, 
and two years later became the independent nation-state of that name. Over the 
30 years after World War II, the population probably increased from about 1.5 
million to less than double that number.

During the war, a particular phrase became central to official considerations of 
what was to be Australian policy for PNG once the fighting ended. That phrase, 
‘the paramountcy of native interests’ had been borrowed from a major policy 
document on Kenya, the 1923 Devonshire White Paper. The Paper prioritised the 
trusteeship responsibility of the British Government for African welfare against 
the competing claims of European settlers and Indians, especially over land for 
large holdings. After the 1940s the expression faded from official use for PNG, 
and the central purpose of Australian colonial trusteeship became guardianship. 
Even in the 1950s and 1960s, as colonial rule ended in other colonies, Australian 
officials continued to invoke this purpose. 
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However guardianship was an idea which retained the primacy and sharpened 
the meaning of ‘native interests’, while also maintaining Australian government 
responsibility for what occurred. Households occupying smallholdings with 
increased output of crops and improved living standards became the embodiment 
of the ‘natives’ whose ‘interests’ became central for colonial policy. Explaining 
why guardianship took this particular meaning for colonial trusteeship policy, 
as it did in PNG, assists in overcoming continuing tendencies to treat colonialism 
as a uni-dimensional phenomenon along the lines favoured by critics.

Just as importantly, as the Conclusion to this account argues, the outcomes 
associated with guardianship invite consideration of Australian rule and the 
late colonial state in PNG in an even broader context. That context is the 
current extended debate over whether the advance of capitalism is facilitated, 
even accelerated, by a particular relationship between specific holders of state 
power and the character of the capitalist state. The shorthand employed to 
describe the continuing controversy is the developmental state debate.7 Was 
the postwar colonial state in PNG developmental? Should late colonial PNG 
be considered part of the developmental state lineage which so far has been 
confined to independent nation-states—Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Mexico 
and others—engaged in rapid manufacturing expansion?

The emphasis upon smallholder agriculture was not, of course, confined to 
Australian colonial policy for PNG. It was elevated in French policy from the 
1920s and by British officials after World War II, as with the 1954 Swynnerton 
Plan for Kenya. Aware of instances from other colonies, Australian officials 
even employed knowledge gained from these attempts to expand smallholder 
production. However nowhere else, to my knowledge, was the focus upon 
expanding smallholder agriculture so dominant and determinant. In Kenya, 
to cite one case where planning for increased smallholder production was 
prominent at the same time as in PNG, these efforts nevertheless had to contend 
with the Mau Mau revolt in central Kenya. In that colony the political force 
of African nationalism was not always supportive of Administration aims to 
expand household production and considerably dampened the effectiveness of 
colonial government efforts in this direction during the run-up to Independence.

In this study of Australian policy and its consequences for late colonial PNG, 
the concentration upon smallholder agriculture as the principal focus of efforts 
to bring development receives most attention. The account of the centrality of 
rural households centres upon three major propositions. The first is that the 
colonial state during much of the period played an important part in bringing 

7 For a brief explanation of the purpose behind the original argument by its originator, see: Chalmers 
Johnson ‘The Developmental State: Odyssey of a Concept’ in Meredith Woo-Cumings (ed.) The Developmental 
State (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999) p. 32.
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development, conceived as securing village life, where the bulk of the population 
lived, at higher living standards. Despite some current empirical and other 
difficulties associated with establishing the validity of this proposition, it is 
shown here how the bulk of the population was secured upon ‘their land’ where 
increased production and consumption occurred. The importance of colonial 
policy and practice for this outcome is demonstrated.

The second proposition is contrary to the predominant view that colonialism 
necessarily leads to under-development or just non-development, and acts 
in favour of ‘foreign interests’. Until the mid-1960s at least, officials quite 
deliberately refused to provide support for those forms of commerce, mainly 
international and expatriate owned which were regarded as potentially 
destructive of village life. Barriers were constructed against their operation. In 
simple terms, there was no favourable bias toward plantations, as Hughes and 
others have claimed. The intention to anticipate and block what were considered 
as negative dimensions of capitalism’s spontaneous development, including 
landlessness, was an especially important basis for postwar colonial policy.

The third proposition relates to contemporary arguments about the consequences 
of colonial trusteeship. Again contrary to existing literature which is 
derogatory toward colonial officials, bearers of the ‘white man’s burden’,8 this 
account suggests the need for a re-examination of the developmental impact 
of trusteeship. Australian colonial officials, some of whom were trenchant 
anti-colonial nationalists, were early advocates of the need to develop a strong 
economic base for an independent nation-state. Almost until the end of the 
1960s, Australian policy did not advocate any ‘rushing to elections before 
economic growth … got underway’.9 If anything, the criticisms were that too 
much emphasis was placed on the increases in production and consumption and 
not enough on political reform.

Trusteeship or guardianship also was critical to secure village life dominated 
by smallholder households against threats posed by the emerging class of 
indigenous capitalists, today’s much vaunted and valued entrepreneurs. The 
threat these posed to development became apparent during the transition to 
Independence in 1975, when securing village life became a more contested 
objective of government policy as Papua New Guinean representatives of the 
capitalist class came to power.

However as I argue in the Conclusion to this book, the PNG case presented 
here has an even wider significance than simply providing the location for an 
examination of development in a relatively small, low population South Pacific 
country. It is well known that particularly after World War II, under domestic 

8 Easterly The White Man’s Burden
9 Niall Ferguson ‘Foreword’ in Dambisa Moyo Dead Aid p. xi
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and international pressures, colonial administrations tried to speed up economic 
growth and reform governing institutions in some colonies. However so far 
there has been no attempt to link what occurred under late colonial authority 
to another argument about the nature of the capitalist state and development 
in ‘newly industrializing countries’ (NICs). This argument is characterised by 
the expression the developmental state, and has been used mainly to examine 
a number of sovereign East Asian countries. This study concludes with the 
proposition that late colonialism in PNG should be characterised as belonging 
within the lineage of developmental states. The changes wrought in the colony 
make possible an extension of the argument about the capitalist state’s role to 
circumstances where the principal form of bringing development was through 
agriculture, not manufacturing as in the other cases previously considered.

The Meaning and Influence of Development

The idea of development which influenced colonial officials and Papua New 
Guineans was not synonymous with, nor reducible to, other descriptors of 
change, including improvement, progress and economic growth. While the 
history of development’s distinctiveness is provided elsewhere,10 in order 
to understand the specific argument which follows it is necessary to briefly 
summarise the main features of this highly influential modern idea.

As a response to the disorder and unemployment which followed the Napoleonic 
Wars in Western Europe, the modern idea of development was invented. The aim 
of development’s creators was to transcend earlier thought which described the 
process of change that early industrialisation brought in positive terms, especially 
progress. Identifying negative consequences of this process of change was 
intended to provide the basis for ameliorative action. In recognising both positive 
and negative effects of industrialisation, the modern idea of development was 
invented as a description of, and prescription for joining what were understood 
as two processes of change. The first process was considered to be spontaneous, 
as in the spontaneous development of capitalism moved by ‘the invisible hand’ 
or market forces. The second process was intentional, the appropriate subjective 
or willed response to the negative consequences of spontaneous development. 
Intentional development meant the application through the state of deliberate, 
intended policies, to counter what was negative, destructive in the first process. 
Disorder, including unemployment and impoverishment, which had come 

10 Robert A Nisbet Social Change and History: aspects of the western theory of development (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1969); Robert Nisbet History of the Idea of Progress (New York: Basic Books, 1980); Heinz 
W Arndt Economic Development: The History of an Idea (University of Chicago Press, 1987); MP Cowen and 
RW Shenton Doctrines of Development (London: Routledge, 1996); and Scott MacWilliam Development and 
Agriculture in Late Colonial Papua New Guinea PhD thesis, ANU (2009)
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to be seen as inherent in the process of spontaneous development was to be 
counteracted, negated through intentional development without overturning 
what is best described as the external authority of capital.11 From the outset, 
development was an idea of reform not revolution.

Because the modern idea of development was formulated as a unity of the 
two processes, spontaneous development and intentional development, it has 
retained the positive as well as negative components of the former process. 
The positives, increases in production and the potential for improvements in 
living standards remain central to the current popular usage of development as 
meaning economic growth. However other necessary but negative consequences 
of spontaneous development, including unemployment and various forms of 
disorder, continue to appear. Their presence provides a major force underlying 
the intention to overcome such effects, thereby extending development to 
include both spontaneous and intentional forms of change.

As this study shows, both dimensions of development were highly influential 
for Australian officials, academics and others, whether or not these people were 
based in the metropolitan country or the colony. By the 1960s and early 1970s, 
the idea of development also had become central to the thought and policy 
prescriptions of the most ardent nationalists, indigenous and expatriate, in PNG. 
In the passage to Independence in 1975, as the hold on state power passed from 
the Australian Government and colonial administration officials to Papua New 
Guineans, development continued to influence state officials and policy. The 
idea had become so entrenched among the indigenous population that school 
children in Bougainville described the effect of the European presence on the 
island in terms of its contribution to development.12

In order to make development happen it is necessary to move from intention to 
design. In the explanation employed by Cowen and Shenton:

An intention to develop becomes a doctrine of development when it [the 
intention: SM] is attached, or when it is pleaded that it be attached, to 
the agency of the state to become an expression of state policy.13

A doctrine or codification of development provides the structure by which a 
particular design is shaped to direct policy. In the case of late colonial PNG, an 
agrarian doctrine underpinned the postwar colonial administration’s efforts to 
bring development.

11 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines pp. 1–59
12 Alexander Marmak and Richard Bedford ‘Bougainville’s Students’ New Guinea 1974, vol. 9, no. 1, pp. 
4–15
13 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines p. xviii
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Securing Village Life and the Agrarian Doctrine 
for PNG

The role of agriculture in thought about development was especially 
important during the late colonial period. Increasing agricultural production 
was envisaged as the main form which economic growth should take in 
order to satisfy the output increases and improved living standards, both 
objectives of development thought. For the Australian colonial authorities, the 
principal basis for the increases was to lift output by households occupying 
smallholdings, parcels of land usually from less than one to three hectares in 
size. One positive dimension of development, growth in production, was to be 
attained by utilising household labour processes upon smallholdings to grow 
crops for immediate and marketed consumption at raised levels of production. 
Exchanging income earned from marketed crops for goods, either grown locally 
or manufactured through industrial processes in other countries, was intended 
to lift living standards, improve welfare and maintain what was conceived of 
as rural community or communities. To achieve such ends, state coordination 
and supervision of households were placed at the centre of the colonial agrarian 
doctrine of development.14

Postwar development thought envisaged a major break with the previous 
orthodoxy in Papua and New Guinea. It was also to distance ‘native agriculture’ 
in the colony and trust territory from that which Australian colonial officials 
understood to be predominant in other colonies, including Ghana in British 
West Africa. In these territories, production of export crops, particularly cocoa, 
was envisaged as taking an especially disorganised, spontaneous form of peasant 
farming. This farming was considered to have resulted in low productivity, 
vulnerability to crop diseases and the production of inferior quality bulk cocoa.

The smallholders or household producers in postwar PNG were to be distinct 
from peasant farmers elsewhere on two principal grounds: the first being the 
object of production and the second, the methods of production. The latter 
included the labour processes employed and the relationship of the indigenous 
producers to the state, in the form of the colonial administration. When framing 
policy for PNG, peasant farmers in other countries were conceived first and 
foremost as driven by the objective of meeting immediate consumption needs 
as a form of simple reproduction, subsistence production and consumption. 
What marketed production or purchased consumption as did occur in peasant 
households was envisaged by colonial officials in PNG as only fulfilling low levels 

14 Huntley LR Wright State Practice and Rural Smallholder Production: Late-Colonialism and the Agrarian 
Doctrine in Papua New Guinea, 1942–1969 PhD thesis, Massey University (1999) provides an exemplary 
treatment of the doctrine. 
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of need. Household producers, instead, would engage in marketed production 
for local and international markets, while also growing food and other crops 
for immediate consumption. Both would occur to meet continuously increasing 
levels of need, or higher living standards.

Secondly, for peasant farmers, relatively undifferentiated family labour processes 
were the principal forms of labour employed, and the state’s role was largely 
confined to facilitating the maintenance of subsistence at low levels. In the 
agrarian doctrine of development formulated for postwar PNG state coordination 
and supervision was a prerequisite for systematically increasing household 
production and consumption. Improved welfare would follow primarily through 
commercialised production and consumption, including of crops marketed 
locally and internationally. Unlike the peasant farming envisaged by Australian 
officials, which was deemed to be incapable of further improvement, household 
production was not to be a terminal stage.15 Instead with close coordination 
and supervision through the colonial state, in PNG households were expected 
to be capable of continuous development, resulting in increased incomes and 
consumption of purchased goods.

During the 1950s, colonial officials and the policies they constructed framed 
the distinction between household producers and peasant farming in an 
especially sharp form. According to one of the key colonial officials responsible 
for emphasising the difference, villages, as the previous focus of administrative 
attention, were too small and an inadequate basis for moving the indigenous 
population beyond the mythical ideal of ‘the sturdy peasant farmer’, unrealised 
‘anywhere in the world’.16 Instead the movement required a reshaping of 
the colonial administrative structure and official roles so as to more closely 
coordinate and supervise household production to further raise output and 
consumption. A central feature of the policy was to further encourage a shift 
away from ‘communal farming’ toward individualised household production, 
even if it was politically and administratively difficult to change the legal basis 
of land ownership from the existing customary tenure.

Because the prevailing idea of development also sought to deal with the 
negative consequences of growth, colonial thought and the agrarian doctrine 

15 For arguments which cast household production in PNG as peasant farming, see: Diana Howlett ‘Terminal 
development: From tribalism to peasantry’ in Harold Brookfield (ed.) The Pacific in Transition: Geographical 
Perspectives on Adaptation and Change (London: Edward Arnold, 1973) pp. 249–273; Rolf Gerritsen Groups, 
Classes and Peasant Politics in Ghana and Papua New Guinea PhD thesis, ANU (1979) p. 20; Peter Fitzpatrick 
‘The Creation and Containment of the Papua New Guinea Peasantry’ in E Wheelwright and K Buckley (eds) 
Essays in the Political Economy of Australian Capitalism vol. 4 (Sydney: ANZ Book Co., Sydney, 1980) pp. 
85–121; L Grossman Peasants, Subsistence Ecology and Development in the Highlands of Papua New Guinea 
(Princeton University Press, 1984) p. 14; Barry Shaw Agriculture in the Papua New Guinea Economy Discussion 
Paper no. 20 (Port Moresby: Institute of National Affairs, 1985).
16 NAA: M331/1 35 D. Fienberg—Correspondence 17 April 1956, Fienberg to Director of Department of 
Native Affairs, p. 12 
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paid attention to the need to restrain international and local manifestations 
of the spontaneous development of capitalism. For colonial officials in post-
World War II PNG, constraining plantations and other commercial enterprises 
which employed wage labour was necessary to check the formation of a 
landless proletariat. Particularly in the 20 years after the military conflict 
ended, this meant preventing further increases in the area of land occupied by 
large holdings which employed labour under wage and other arrangements.17 
Securing village life as the desired form of (classless) community remained the 
favoured objective,18 which later came to have wide support among educated 
and politically active Papua New Guineans.

Development requires developers. Colonial officials subject to international 
scrutiny, imbued with the idea that a central purpose of holding state power was 
to bring development were well placed to act as trustees, or developers. That 
they were also barred by policy and regulations from holding state positions and 
engaging in private accumulation further increased their capacity as developers. 
The 1960s and 1970s accession to power of Papua New Guineans who joined 
holding senior public service positions with private commercial activities 
brought to the fore what had been central to the developmental capacity of 
their colonial counterparts, who had been barred from straddling between 
public employment and private accumulation. What is now almost universally 
condemned as corruption among PNG’s politicians and other state officials 
indicates that the passage from colonial authority to Independence included a 
reduced capacity of the holders of state power to be trustees, developers making 
development happen.

Outline of Argument

The book commences with a brief description of the origins of the modern idea 
of development. Chapter One also shows how the idea was reformed during 
the first half of the twentieth century in Australia and for colonial rule in PNG. 
‘Positive Australianism’, with the ‘paramountcy of native interests’ foremost 
encapsulated the change of direction for policy makers in Canberra and the 

17 The establishment during the 1950s of coffee plantations on leasehold land in the Eastern and Western 
Highlands provinces is the most important exception to the general point. Even here, expatriates acquired 
the bulk of the leaseholds in a very short period, from 1952 to 1954; cf. Paul Hasluck A Time for Building 
Australian Administration in Papua and New Guinea 1951–1963 (Melbourne University Press, 1976) pp. 118–
25; Ian Downs The Australian Trusteeship Papua New Guinea 1945–75 (Canberra: Australian Government 
Publishing Service, 1980) pp. 174–186. 
18 The most substantial treatment of this objective remains Wright State Practice; see also Huntley LR 
Wright ‘Contesting community: the labour question and colonial reform in the post-war Territory of Papua 
and New Guinea 1942–1946’ The Journal of Pacific Studies 2001, vol. 25, no. 1, pp. 69–94.
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colony. The change also signalled that postwar policy would emphasise making 
development happen rather than letting the spontaneous process of development 
which gave primacy to private enterprises regain the ascendancy.

However postwar circumstances internationally, in Australia and PNG combined 
to make the application of development intent especially problematic. The 
Allied military victory confirmed that recovering from the effects of the 1930s 
Depression and the military conflict in the South Pacific would take place 
under the external authority of capitalism. Production and trade for most of 
the world’s population was governed by profitability, the re-assertion of the 
private accumulation of capital. While steps could be taken to rebuild where 
wartime damage had been especially severe, and attempts to revert to the 
prewar dominance of plantations blocked, how the new policy direction giving 
primacy to indigenous smallholding agriculture could be implemented was both 
more and less certain. Chapter Two documents the uncertainties involved in re-
establishing accumulation and giving development a new shape.

In these circumstances, colonial policy and practice came to be determined by 
politicians and other public officials wedded to a particular view of development. 
With a Liberal-Country Party coalition holding power in Australia from 1949 
until 1972, the view was primarily that of liberal developers. Committed to the 
extension of private property rights, and suspicious of the tendencies inherent 
in capitalism to centralise and concentrate property in fewer hands, these 
developers took the internationally determined conditions of trusteeship in a 
specific direction, emphasising guardianship. Chapter Three shows how this 
direction, which became known as uniform or even development, was framed 
and implemented during the 1950s as state policy.

Chapter Four extends the examination of what happened under uniform 
development, with reference to both the spontaneous and intended processes of 
change. This is done mainly through a detailed consideration of the expansion of 
two crops, coffee and cocoa, which were successful outcomes of colonial policy. 
This policy aimed to increase production and consumption by smallholders 
in some of the most populous areas of the country. The third crop examined 
more briefly is rice, where despite a major commitment of official resources, 
little increase in production occurred. Instead imported rice, primarily grown 
by farmers using irrigation and industrial machinery in Australia, became a 
more important item for household consumption. This change indicated how 
the reproduction of labour power in the colony was determined by international 
industrial as well as by domestic household processes.

Chapter Five documents how during the 1960s the success and constraints 
of uniform development provided a platform for a major change in colonial 
policy, from uniform to accelerated development. Although by the late 1950s 
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some of the limits of the already substantial increases in household production 
were already obvious and forcing changes in official policy, capitalism’s ‘growth 
obsession’ demanded even more.19 Using what could be construed as support 
from the World Bank, and the departure of the main political and administrative 
advocates of uniform development from colonial policy-making circles, a new 
direction was plotted by the Australian authorities. Even as the effects of the 
continuing major expansion in smallholder plantings of export crops were 
becoming apparent with trees and bushes yielding fruit, emphasis shifted to 
new crops and a major mine on Bougainville.

Change also occurred in a political direction, as electoral and other reforms 
necessary for the transition to self-government and independence became 
important. There was increasing criticism of official policy and stronger 
expressions of indigenous political and commercial ambitions. The postwar 
international anti-colonial mood extended to PNG, including in terms which 
challenged accelerated development’s benefits for indigenes. The chapter 
continues the examination of what was occurring in the production and 
marketing of coffee and cocoa, in the international and domestic arenas.

Chapter Six shows how from the late 1960s until Independence in 1975 
Australian colonial authority passed to indigenous politicians and other 
officials. At the surface it appeared that as had happened after World War II, 
there was uncertainty about the meaning of development and how it could be 
made to happen. From the surprise 1972 election victory of a coalition led by 
Michael Somare until Independence in 1975 there were continuing political and 
administrative tussles over the shape the new nation-state would take. There 
was also uncertainty about the main components of government policy, as 
accelerated development became unfashionable and advice was provided along 
lines that followed a change occurring internationally in development thought.

However of greater significance for these years and after Independence than the 
obvious tussle over policy direction was the change that had become apparent 
in political and state power. Until the 1960s, development policy had been 
predicated on the need to reign in private accumulators, expatriate as well as 
indigenous. Keeping both in check commercially and politically was central to 
uniform development. Some of the constraints were lessened during the 1960s. 
The continuing growth in smallholder production and consumption also opened 
more space for indigenous capitalists, including in processing as well as trading 
crops. The political representatives of the indigenous bourgeois and would-
be bourgeois became especially prominent with their anti-colonial utterances 
facilitating success particularly at the 1972 House of Assembly elections.

19 Elmar Altvater ‘The Growth Obsession’ in Leo Panitch and Colin Leys (eds) A World of Contradictions 
Socialist Register 2002 (London: Merlin, 2001) pp. 73–92
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Although all sides in the political tussles still emphasised their intention to bring 
development, during the pre-Independence period uncertainty did not indicate 
the postwar conditions but increasing conflict between indigenes, particularly 
over land. In the main agricultural areas of the country, notably the Highlands 
and the Gazelle Peninsula, landless, smallholders and indigenes with ambitions 
to acquire large holdings from departing expatriates battled over the terms of 
the post-colonial settlement. While the government and officials struggled to 
resolve these conflicting demands, other ambitious indigenes injected both 
separatist and secessionist claims into the process of setting the territorial 
boundaries of the new nation-state and the terms of the National Constitution.

The Conclusion joins a particular condition that characterised PNG’s population 
at Independence, and continues to be of importance, with an international 
argument about development. Over the postwar years discussed in this book, 
even as the population almost doubled most people remained rural dwellers, 
secured on small holdings. Numerous commentators, expatriate and indigenous, 
have noted this feature of PNG and spoken of it favourably. The ‘survival of the 
village as a viable and attractive, or potentially attractive, social and economic 
unit in many rural areas’ seems to need no explanation for many who comment on 
this characteristic.20 As PNG’s first Prime Minister, now Grand Chief Sir Michael 
Somare explained: ‘Whenever I went home on leave, I regarded myself not as a 
teacher but as a village man, and I behaved like everyone else’.21 However the 
nature and effect of colonial development policy is rarely noted as having been 
a substantial factor in (re)securing village life, immediately after the destruction 
of World War II and subsequently.

Yet as shown in this book, for at least two decades after the war colonial policy 
intended both the development of capitalism in the form of commercialised 
production and consumption for the indigenous population, and secured 
attachment to land at improved living standards for smallholding households. 
Only in the 1960s was this direction challenged. Even then the weight of the 
earlier uniform development drive remained powerful. The shift to towns of the 
mid to late 1960s was a significant change but one which only involved a relatively 
small proportion of the population. How did the increased commercialisation of 
production and consumption with sustained occupation of smallholdings by 
the bulk of the population occur?

In the Conclusion I suggest that understanding postwar PNG can be enhanced 
by drawing upon an explanation constructed for industrialisation in several 

20 Ross Garnaut ‘The Framework of Economic Policy-Making’ in John A Ballard (ed.) Policy-Making in a 
New State: Papua New 1972–77 (St Lucia: Queensland University Press, 1981) pp. 161–162
21 Sir Michael Somare Sana: an autobiography of Michael Somare (Port Moresby: Nuigini Press, 1975) p. 41
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East Asian countries and more recently Mexico.22 While this argument so far 
has been concerned to explain capitalist development through manufacturing 
industry in independent nation-states, here several of the central propositions 
are enlarged through consideration of what occurred as agrarian development 
under colonial rule in PNG. The lineage of the developmental state should 
be extended to this colony, at least, and perhaps to others where capitalism 
was advanced by locking households upon smallholdings. If this is the case 
then there would seem to be implications for other studies of colonialism, and 
also for the formalistic Marxism against which Jairus Banaji and others have 
cautioned.23

22 John Minns The Politics of Developmentalism: the Midas states of Mexico, South Korea, and Taiwan 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006)
23 Jairus Banaji Theory as History: Essays on Modes of Production and Exploitation (Chicago: Haymarket 
Books, 2011) esp. ch. 2 ‘Modes of Production in a Materialist Conception of History’, which originally 
appeared in Capital and Class 1977, no. 3, pp. 1–44.




