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1. The International Idea of 
Development Reformed

Introduction

The idea of development which became so important for late colonial PNG has a 
lineage extending back at least to early nineteenth century Europe. The first part 
of this chapter outlines the most important elements of the idea of development 
and its evolution before becoming influential for PNG.

From the late nineteenth century the idea of development had begun to affect 
policy in Australia, Papua and New Guinea. The second section of the chapter 
shows how, from the late nineteenth century until the outbreak of World War 
II, Australian colonial policy was informed by an idea which emphasised the 
importance of immanent, spontaneous development led by private firms and 
expatriate planters. With this continuing focus, Australian policy toward PNG 
lagged behind changes that had begun to occur in British and French colonies, 
where intentional development was becoming more important.

Australian thinking about colonial development in PNG—as distinct from 
their official policy towards—began to change in response to the economic 
and political turmoil of the 1930s and early 1940s. In the process Australia was 
catching up with international trends in thinking about development. Part 
three describes the nature of the shift in official Australian thinking from the 
1930s. During World War II, when the description ‘positive Australianism’ was 
first coined, the changes—particularly regarding trusteeship—helped shape 
international thought about postwar reconstruction and development.

During and immediately after World War II, the official Australian idea of what 
development policy would constitute for PNG and the indigenous population 
was sharpened. Part four of the chapter describes the outcome and process which 
was central to further defining and implementing ‘positive Australianism’. 
Deliberate steps were taken to ensure that development would not resume along 
prewar lines. The Australian reformulation was largely settled even when the 
immediate capacity of the postwar administration to advance the development 
objectives was limited.
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The Modern Idea and Doctrines of Development

Invention and Design

Development refers to both an idea about how change should occur, and to 
a process by which change could be made to happen in a desired, positive 
direction. The onset and advance of industrial capitalism in Western Europe 
produced enthusiasts about the changes, including Adam Smith, for whom the 
process was immanent, spontaneous and the basis of progress. There were also 
critics who came from a range of political-ideological positions, and included 
the English radical conservative, William Cobbett.1

However for present purposes, by far the most significant objection to the idea 
and process came at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth 
centuries from a group of French intellectuals who would be known by the name 
of their leading figure, Henri de Saint-Simon. The Saint-Simonians, including 
Auguste Comte:

posed the same problems that had inspired Adam Smith: the creation of 
order in a society undergoing radical transformation and the nature of 
that transformation itself. The answers they provided were, however, 
markedly different.2

In early nineteenth century Europe, ideas about specific undesirables or 
negatives of growth and progress were especially prominent. The unemployment 
and disorder of post-Napoleonic Europe prompted the initial formulation of the 
modern idea of development in response to these conditions.

That is, development was invented to express the need and the basis for 
framing a solution to that which appeared desirable as well as undesirable. 
Because unemployment and disorder were seen to arise as necessary, objective 
features of spontaneous development, which also brought the increases in 
productivity and welfare that were seen as progress, any response had to 
counter the former while retaining the advances. A positive, intended response 
could provide a means to overcome that which was negative without rejecting 
spontaneous development’s benefits. Accordingly development as an idea had 
two components, spontaneous development and intentional development.

While the Saint-Simonians were not alone in their diagnosis of capitalism’s ills, 
they were, in Cowen and Shenton’s words, important because of the extent to 

1 I have previously documented the empathy felt by Australian Territories Minister Paul Hasluck (1951–
1963) for Cobbett’s objections to the effects of industrialisation. See Scott MacWilliam ‘Liberalism and the End 
of Development: Partington against Hasluck and Coombs’ Island July 1997, Issue 70, pp. 79–91.
2 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines p. 22
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which they ‘attempted to impose constructive order upon what they took to be 
industrial disorder of the present’.3 By rejecting metaphysics, and emphasising 
the connection between empirical methods for understanding the past and the 
capacity to predict the future, the Saint-Simonians formulated the positivist 
basis of the idea of development.

Two features of this history of the idea of development need to be emphasised 
here and placed in the circumstances of colonial PNG. Firstly, at its invention 
development did not represent an objection to the positive or desirable 
consequences of growth, including improved living standards. Development 
was not framed to supplant that which Smith and others regarded as an essential 
feature of industrial advance, its spontaneous or immanent character. Secondly, 
the purpose of intentional development was to make productive that which 
had become unproductive or under-utilised because of growth’s negative 
consequences, including unemployment and disorder.

As a result of the earlier experience elsewhere and the influence of the idea 
of development, Australian officials emphasised the importance of anticipating 
the possible negative consequences of industrial capitalism, particularly in the 
forms of plantation agriculture and mining. However their thought also retained 
an emphasis upon the perceived benefits of spontaneous development, increased 
productivity and raised living standards. While development policy, including 
for PNG, was framed in anticipation of the possibility, even certainty that if 
left unchecked the spontaneous process of industrial capitalism would result in 
unemployment, policy also placed a major emphasis upon encouraging further 
growth. Thus while there was continuing concern that industrialisation would 
lead to unemployment and the destruction of ‘village life’, which was idealised 
as the local form of classless community, there was also a policy emphasis 
upon encouraging productivity increases through other, mainly smallholding 
agricultural, forms of production.

As a reforming idea constructed during industrial capitalism’s rise, development 
accepted, indeed was even framed to secure ‘the external authority of capital’.4 
In the PNG case, capitalism as incessant accumulation and persistent competition 
between capitals was always present. Development policy endorsed the logic of 
capital accumulation while encouraging a specific form of production, namely 
smallholder agriculture. The power of capitalism’s focus upon accumulation 
ensured that the possibility of intentional development being effected to 
counter the negatives of spontaneous development, including the tendency to 
create unemployment, was always uncertain.

3 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines pp. 24–25 
4 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines p. xv. This acceptance was of course the basis of Marx’ and Engels’ criticism 
of the Saint-Simonians as utopian socialists.
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However, the process of accumulation is itself always conditional since it is 
driven by the struggle between capital and labour to raise the rate of surplus 
value,5 and the competition between capitals over the appropriation of shares 
of that surplus.6 Even in the absence of generalised, substantial threats to 
accumulation, including depressions and wars, the continuous pressure on 
capitals to accumulate also generate conditions, including unemployment, 
which may justify the pursuit of intentional development.

That is, the process of immanent, spontaneous development may set off a 
political reaction either favouring or against constructive development. If 
the latter reaction occurs, then non-development, spontaneous development 
unmodified by intentional development prevails. One such occasion, when non-
development was dominant, was of considerable importance for the twentieth 
century shaping of development as idea and doctrine. But before exploring this 
moment, two other central features of the modern idea of development need to 
be outlined.

Firstly, how are development policies formulated and by whom? Secondly, once 
intentional development has been designed, how is it implemented? Trustees 
are an important element in the answer to both questions. Instead of individual 
capitalists, driven solely by the imperative of accumulation, intentional 
development necessitates trusteeship exercised by holders of political power. 
To make development happen such trustees must be able to bring state power 
to bear in accordance with a vision of what is required to deal with the negative 
consequences of the spontaneous process of development.

The existence of the intent to develop and powerful trustees are the necessary 
conditions for the construction of a doctrine of development, a systematic form 
of intentional development.7 The two most substantial forms which a doctrine 
of development has taken thus far are agrarian and manufacturing.8

After development’s initial formulation in early nineteenth century Europe, the 
idea of development travelled back and forth between metropolitan countries 
and their colonies, linking conditions in each to the other. Unemployment 
in industrial Britain, as during the last decades of the nineteenth century, 
could be resolved through the expansion of markets in the colonies for British 

5 Karl Marx Capital: A Critique of Political Economy vol. 1 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976)
6 Marx Capital: A Critique of Political Economy vol. 2 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978); Dick Bryan 
‘Monopoly in Marxist method’ Capital and Class Summer 1985, no. 26, pp. 72–92 makes the point that 
‘monopoly is to be regarded as a form of competition rather than its antithesis’ (p. 72). Geoffrey Kay 
Development and Underdevelopment: A Marxist Analysis (London: Macmillan, 1976) provides the seminal 
account of the effect of the tussle between industrial and merchant capital for the process of development and 
under-development.
7 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines p. viii 
8 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines pts 2 & 3, ch. 4–7 
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manufactured goods. For some influential officials, including British Colonial 
Secretary Joseph Chamberlain (1896–1903), state-sponsored development of 
agriculture and manufacturing at home also meant constructive development of 
colonies. Rural unemployment and urban impoverishment as well as fears about 
Britain’s long-term decline as an industrial power, prompted rethinking about 
colonies as outlets for investment and as markets.9 

As this book shows, during the twentieth century development as an idea 
continued to be transformed by the intersection of concerns in industrial 
metropolitan countries and primarily agrarian colonies. The international 
shaping of development as an agrarian doctrine became of critical significance. 
The next section outlines the process by which further change occurred.

Fabian Development and Agrarian Priority

After the 1906 electoral defeat of the British Government in which Chamberlain 
was Colonial Secretary successive British governments refused or failed to apply 
Chamberlain’s imperial development project. The antipathy toward intentional 
development lasted into the inter-war years and during the Great Depression. 
The parallels with the dominance of spontaneous development and the weakness 
of developmental intent in colonial policy during the late nineteenth century 
and into the inter-war years in Papua and New Guinea are striking, as indicated 
below.

However, during this period circumstances including war and economic turmoil 
also began to change in favour of a new phase of developmental intent, which 
had a strong Fabian influence. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century, Fabians had focused upon Britain as their field for development. 
However during the inter-war years Fabians extended their interests beyond 
the metropolitan terrain to a concern for colonial development. That extension 
influenced Australians formulating late colonial development policy in PNG. An 
especially clear expression of the shift in development thought, from concern 
with metropolitan to colonial conditions, occurred in relation to Africa, and 
particularly Kenya.

After World War I, the growing conflict over land and labour between 
indigenous Africans, European settlers and Asians (Indians) with aspirations 
to extend beyond commerce into large holding agriculture in Kenya forced the 
British Government to explicitly spell out the basis of its colonial policy. A 1923 
White Paper, known popularly as the Devonshire Declaration after the British 
noble who lead a mission to examine conditions in Kenya provided direction 
for policy makers. The Paper set out the central principle, declaring that British 

9 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines p. 274
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policy for land and labour should follow a direction expressed by the phrase 
‘the paramountcy of native interests’.10 This expression subsequently travelled 
widely, including as will be shown, into Australian policy for PNG. The White 
Paper concluded that both Europeans and Asians were only to be allowed to 
advance to the extent that ‘native interests’ were not damaged. This effectively 
blocked Asian capital from moving into large holding agriculture and restrained 
further European settler expansion. Although it took a further 30 years to change 
the pronouncement of policy intent from an essentially negative injunction into 
a positive direction promoting African smallholder agriculture, the White Paper 
was nevertheless important for Kenya, and became so for PNG.

In 1925, at the British Labour Party’s twenty-fifth annual conference, for the 
first time a major debate was conducted on colonial policy. This debate marked 
an important step for Fabians trying to influence the holders of state power. The 
outcome meant that the Fabian sense of trusteeship was inserted into Labour 
policy, ‘to socialise’ rather than ‘to smash’ the British Empire.11 Garnished with 
the claim that it was socialist, this new trusteeship aimed to provide a moral 
basis for colonialism, and colonial development. To distinguish this trusteeship 
from earlier forms, leading Fabians identified a third British Empire distinct from 
the two previous ‘old’ empires, of the white colonies, India and the Caribbean. 
According to Sidney Olivier, leading Fabian, member of the Labour Party and 
Secretary of State for India, the third Empire:

was created according to two motives: Firstly, to secure on economic 
grounds, sources of materials and minerals which would have been 
appropriated by other powers: Secondly, to protect Africans “from 
destruction and exploitation”.12

The reformulated focus for trusteeship, which justified the retention of colonies, 
also brought the matter of land ownership and distribution in the metropole 
and the overseas territories to the fore. Colonial trusteeship, in the hands of a 
British Labour Party guided by Fabian precepts, made it possible to imagine 
a political alliance of working people extending from the industrial working 
class of Britain to the peasants of the colonies. The alliance, its advocates 
intended, would be united against oppression and exploitation by capitalism 
which was considered to be the major barrier to development. Importantly, 
colonial trusteeship was informed by an opposition to the further extension 
of wage labour and capitalist exploitation. Indigenous land rights were to be 

10 JH Oldham, Secretary of the International Missionary Council may well have coined the phrase. See Carl 
G Rosberg Jr and John Nottingham The Myth of “Mau Mau”: Nationalism in Kenya (Nairobi: East African 
Publishing House, 1966) pp. 68–69. 
11 MP Cowen and RW Shenton The Roots of Trusteeship: The Moral Basis of Fabian Colonialism; Development 
and Agrarian Bias Working Paper 18, Department of Economics, Faculty of Business, City of London 
Polytechnic, 1992, p. 1 
12 Cowen & Shenton The Roots of Trusteeship, p. 3 
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protected and secured as the basis for colonial development. At the same time, 
by securing peasants upon land in the colonies, it would not be possible for 
one set of workers to be used as a source of cheap labour to undercut the wages 
and conditions of other workers in the industrialised metropolitan countries, 
including Britain. Thus Fabian colonialism provided a moral basis for imperial 
and colonial development.

Fabian colonialism also implanted a very strong agrarian orientation at the 
centre of schemes for metropolitan and colonial development. Rural colonisation 
became an important element of development which extended beyond planning 
to deal with unemployment in Britain, into colonial schemes for settling 
households that neither employed nor sold their labour upon smallholdings to 
deal with disorder, even the threat of revolution. This emphasis upon smallholder 
agriculture for agrarian development doctrine subsequently became especially 
significant.

By the late 1930s, British officials recognised the need for a revitalisation of 
their African colonies. In Nigeria, the failure of the colonial policy of non-
development was acknowledged by no less important a colonial official than 
Governor Bernard Bourdillon, who urged an end to the ‘exploitation theory’ 
of colonialism and its replacement by ‘the development theory’.13 Thus the 
connection which Chamberlain previously had drawn between conditions in the 
metropolitan centre and those applying at the colonial periphery re-appeared in 
the idea of development embraced by Fabians and non-Fabians alike. 

The economic and political crisis of the 1930s also gave considerable impetus to 
further modifications of the idea of development, including in its application to 
Britain’s colonies. One consequence of this impetus was the passage of the Colonial 
Development and Welfare Acts of 1939 and 1945, even though these had ‘an 
overwhelmingly welfarist [rather than developmental: SM] agenda’.14 However 
the shift from welfare, including state-sponsored means to deal with diseases, to 
development, making productive what had been rendered unproductive during 
the military conflict, awaited the end of the military conflict for British colonial 
policy, as it did for Australian colonial policy towards PNG.

When the Labour Party came to power in 1945, followed by the sterling crisis 
of 1947, another British Government attempted to couple national interest 
with colonial development, along the lines proposed by Chamberlain at the 

13 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines pp. 294–295
14 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines p. 296
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turn of the century. On this occasion, anti-Marxist Fabians acting in the name 
of socialism and through the Labour government resuscitated development 
doctrine.15 However according to Cowen and Shenton:

This was a late-imperial doctrine to maximise production in African 
colonies to meet British national material need. The intention to develop 
schemes for the large-scale production of primary products—from eggs 
in Gambia to groundnuts in Tanganyika—was guided by a national 
need to swiftly expand exports to Britain and to save the need to spend 
dollars on imports of food and other immediate needs.16

The exceptional character and brevity of this moment needs to be emphasised. 
This was the ‘only occasion on which there was concerted British state effort to 
make colonial populations do the work of generally maintaining subsistence, and 
therefore productive capacity, in Britain itself’.17 In other words, there was no 
consistent imperial practice that sought to tie the production of colonial peoples 
into development in and of Britain. As will be shown later, this conclusion 
is only slightly less appropriate for Australian rule in PNG. The account now 
turns to the chapter’s second theme, thought about development and its effect 
on policy in the earliest phase of Australian colonial rule over Papua and New 
Guinea.

Development in Early Colonial Papua and New 
Guinea

An important proposition of this book is that the late colonial idea of development 
which informed Australian policy for PNG represented a major break with 
pre-World War II thought about the colony. Understanding the extent and 
significance of the shift is facilitated by an outline of the earlier, displaced idea 
of development which initially influenced colonial officials and policy.

Development in the spontaneous sense was ‘a word much used in the discussions 
about Papua in the first decade of [the twentieth: SM] century’. Further, 
the term contained little ambiguity, resting as it did ‘upon two assumptions 
common to the men of that day and generation’. The assumptions were the right 

15 Colin Leys ‘Socialism and the Colonies: Review’ Fabian Journal July 1959, no. 28, pp. 20–24: a review of 
Arthur Creech Jones (ed.) New Fabian Colonial Essays (London: Hogarth Press, 1959). See in particular Creech 
Jones’ essay ‘The Labour Party and Colonial Policy 1945–51’ pp. 19–37. Creech Jones, founder of the Fabian 
Colonial Research Bureau, was British Secretary of State for Colonies between 1945 and 1950.
16 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines p. 296. As discussed in Chapter Two, the late 1940s and early 1950s was also 
when Australian officials considered linking expanded production of agricultural crops in PNG to Australian 
domestic needs, for consumption and exports, and to British imperial objectives of constructing a sterling 
bloc of countries to defend Britain against US ascendancy.
17 Cowen & Shenton Doctrines p. 297 
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of private European entrepreneurs to accumulate and the potential of Papua as 
a ‘profitable (colonial) possession’. The role of government was to realise the 
potential by making the colony ‘attractive to white settlers and entrepreneurs 
exercising their undoubted rights’.18

Similarly, as Stewart Firth has noted regarding German New Guinea, the drive 
to extend trade and establish agricultural large holdings, whether company 
or individually-owned, dominated in the north-east mainland and islands 
territory.19 Albert Hahl, in charge of the German Protectorate of the New Guinea 
Company from 1896 until 1898, subsequently acting governor, then governor 
of German New Guinea until 1914 ‘had no doubts about the aim of German 
colonisation. It was to open up the country to European planters and traders’.20 
Indeed, according to Firth, ‘[w]ith the exception of the Dutch, the European 
powers in Melanesia before 1914 all wanted their possessions to become 
plantation colonies’.21

West locates the place of the indigenous population in the schema, in terms 
which could also be applied to New Guinea:

There were, of course, obligations to native races involved in 
development, but in 1906 in Papua they could be stressed more lightly 
because the duty of the government to Europeans had scarcely begun 
to be discharged. The first and most urgent task, which Hubert Murray 
fully accepted, was to ensure that development took place. 22

Drawing in part upon experiences in other colonies, the authorities recognised 
that spontaneous development posed a threat to the indigenous population.23 
In the Preface to his autobiographical Gouverneursjahre, first published in 1937, 
more than 20 years after he left German New Guinea, Hahl stressed that:

In New Guinea, the native problem was and still is of first importance. 
The clash of two cultures, ours and that of stone-age man, inevitably 
led to dislocation and friction. It was imperative to avert these, and 

18 The quotations in this paragraph are from Francis West Hubert Murray The Australian Pro-Consul 
(Melbourne University Press, 1968) p. 122. That plantations at least in Papua turned out to be generally 
unsuccessful does not make any less relevant this understanding of development: see DC Lewis The Plantation 
Dream: Developing British New Guinea and Papua 1884–1942 (Canberra: The Journal of Pacific History, 1996).
19 Stewart Firth ‘The New Guinea Company, 1885–1899: A case of unprofitable Imperialism’ Historical 
Studies 1972, vol. xv, no. 1, pp. 361–377
20 Stewart Firth ‘Albert Hahl: Governor of German New Guinea’ in James Griffin (ed.) Papua New Guinea 
Portraits. The Expatriate Experience (Canberra: ANU Press, 1978) p. 30 
21 Stewart Firth New Guinea under the Germans (Melbourne University Press, 1982) p. 66
22 West Hubert Murray p. 122
23 See James Griffin, Hank Nelson and Stewart Firth Papua New Guinea: A Political History (Richmond, 
Victoria: Heinemann, 1979) p. 8; Roger B Joyce Sir William MacGregor (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
1971) p. 205 
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appropriate means had to be found, on the success of which hinged both 
the expansion of economic penetration and the cultural development of 
this island domain.24

The tension between profit ‘forc[ing] the pace’- to use Bill Gammage’s explanation 
for the Hagen-Sepik Patrol of the late 1930s into the New Guinea Highlands 
and north coast25—and finding a means of averting ‘dislocation and friction’, 
continued to underpin much that happened during the inter-war years in each 
colony. Murray’s pre-World War I recognition that demands from European 
plantation owners for workers threatened to turn the indigenous population 
into a landless proletariat was significant. In Papua, finding positive means to 
safeguard the position of the indigenous population took modest steps,26 including 
Murray’s largely unsuccessful drive to establish ‘native large holdings’.27 
However from the 1920s in New Guinea, the Australian administration had little 
trouble ‘put [ting] business first’,28 with a substantial increase in the number 
of indigenous labourers recruited for work on plantations and in gold-mines.29 
Despite Administration efforts in both territories to limit the worst effects of 
wage employment on the indigenous population, West argues that:

[t]he demand for labour always pressed heavily on the sources of supply, 
and a high proportion of labour was drawn from the relatively backward 
or recently opened up areas of the country, like the Sepik river district.30

In 1939, a commission was established by the colonial administration to 
investigate what was believed to be the growing shortages of labour to work land 
already alienated for large holdings, but not yet developed. The investigations 
revealed that an increase in the total potential labour force from 60,000 to 
85,000 would be required, without any known reserves available to meet the 
likely demand.31 Even without the deaths and other deleterious effects of the 

24 Albert Hahl Governor in New Guinea, edited and translated by Peter G. Sack and Dymphna Clark 
(Canberra: ANU Press, 1980)
25 Bill Gammage The Sky Travellers: Journeys in New Guinea 1938–39 (Victoria: The Miegunyah Press & 
Melbourne University Press, 1998) p. 17
26 Griffin, Nelson & Firth Papua New Guinea ch. 3; cf. Charles Rowley The New Guinea Villager: A Retrospect 
from 1964 (Melbourne: FW Cheshire, 1968) p. 90 
27 Cf. L Lett Sir Hubert Murray of Papua (London: Collins, 1949) pp. 184–185 (esp. p. 188, with West Hubert 
Murray p. 132). For a specific consideration of Murray’s emphasis on native plantations, see Ron G Crocombe 
Communal cash cropping among the Orokaiva New Guinea Research Bulletin no. 4 (Port Moresby and Canberra: 
New Guinea Research Unit, ANU, 1964) pp. 4–20 
28 Griffin, Nelson & Firth Papua New Guinea p. 55; see also Charles D Rowley The Australians in German 
New Guinea 1914–1921 (Melbourne University Press, 1958), esp. pt vii, ‘The Sacred Trust’.
29 Hank Nelson Black White & Gold: Goldmining in Papua New Guinea 1878–1930 (Canberra: ANU Press, 1976)
30 Francis J West ‘Indigenous Labour in Papua-New Guinea’ International Labour Review 1958, vol. 77, no. 2, p. 91
31 West ‘Indigenous Labour’ p. 91. West (p. 95) emphasises that the shortages were particularly substantial 
in the Mandated Territory of New Guinea. Most large holdings were located in this territory and considerable 
areas of alienated but not yet planted land were available.
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prolonged military conflict which was to come, existing production relations 
were under severe strain. War rendered the previous emphasis on spontaneous 
development untenable.

Inventing ‘Positive Australianism’

The Metropolitan Australian Influences

During World War II, particular emphasis was given to redefining the basis of 
Australian colonial authority. Senior Australian officials specifically rejected what 
they understood as the Japanese-formulated Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 
Sphere model of development as undesirable because of its exploitative 
character.32 The phrase which came to embody the principal thrust of Australian 
postwar policy toward PNG was ‘positive Australianism’. It was used publicly 
in early 1944 by the Minister for External Affairs Dr HV Evatt when castigating 
critics of the recently signed Australia-New Zealand Agreement.33 The Agreement 
changed previous consultative arrangements between the two countries into a 
formal treaty, one of whose effects was to influence negotiations between major 
wartime allies over reforms to international trusteeship conditions.

The treaty contained a chapter entitled ‘Welfare and Advancement of Native 
Peoples of the Pacific’. The chapter specified that ‘the main purpose of 
the trust is the welfare of the native peoples and their social, economic and 
political development’.34 In order to bring this aim, or intention, to fruition 
colonial policy should cease to be negative, merely reducing the deleterious 
effects of existing colonial policy. Instead government policy and state agency 
should make development happen as a positive consequence of the reformed 
international trusteeship arrangements.

It has previously been pointed out that the Australian-New Zealand emphasis 
also was influenced by changes in international thinking about development 
which had commenced in the 1920s.35 It is less often noted that conditions prior 
to the outbreak of the war in the metropolitan country were also important 
in changing how powerful and influential Australians envisaged the future 
for Australia and for PNG after World War II ended. The Depression deeply 

32 See Wright State Practice; Huntley LR Wright ‘Protecting the National Interest: The Labor Government 
and the Reform of Australia’s Colonial Policy, 1942–45’ Labour History May 2002, vol. 82, pp. 65–82 
33 See HV Evatt Foreign Policy of Australia: Speeches (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1945) pp. 183–184 
34 William Roger Louis Imperialism at Bay: The United States and the Decolonization of the British Empire, 
1941–1945 (Oxford University Press, 1997) p. 290, citing from the original text of the Agreement.
35 Wright State Practice ch. 3; Wright ‘Protecting the National Interest’; Scott MacWilliam ‘Papua New 
Guinea in the 1940s: Empire and Legend’ in David Lowe (ed.) Australia and the End of Empires: the impact 
of decolonization in Asia and the South Pacific, 1945–1965 (Victoria: Deakin University Press, 1996) pp. 25–42



Securing Village Life

28

affected Australians who were to become central in defining what ‘positive 
Australianism’ meant, in particular its agrarian emphasis. The early 1930s crash 
in agricultural prices which drove individual European large holding owners off 
their plantations in PNG, leading to greater concentration of ownership in the 
hands of the large firms, especially Burns, Philp and Carpenters,36 had a parallel 
in Australia. Rural and urban unemployment reached nearly 30 per cent in 
1931–32. ‘[G]reat pockets of poverty in the cities and in the countryside’,37 had 
a lasting effect and not only on those who were impoverished and unemployed. 
While some so affected became politicians and government ministers,38 others 
were employed as senior bureaucrats and advisers. Reducing unemployment by 
various means, including resettling households on small farms became a central 
element of the positive approach to postwar circumstances.39 In addition to the 
Fabian reformulation and advocacy of intentional development outlined above, 
the demand management economics of JM Keynes increasingly influenced 
these politicians, policy advisers and senior administrators who began to meet 
regularly, including at the Commonwealth Bank in Sydney.40

Two of the attendees were Dr HC (Nugget) Coombs, and (Sir) John (Jack) 
Crawford. Coombs’ part in shaping the role of governments in the conduct of 
war and reconstruction, especially under Labor governments, with a focus upon 
placing security of employment at the centre of policy, is well known.41 So too 
is the extension of this policy direction to PNG.42

Crawford’s significance for this account lies in the emphasis he placed upon 
post-Depression agricultural reform, emphasising the need for positive 
state involvement, a need which also was transferred to his view on PNG’s 
development and the coffee industry in particular (see below). The death of 
laissez-faire liberalism in Australia,43 and the increasing emphasis in liberal 
thought upon the state’s role in dealing with the economic crisis was especially 
important for Crawford. His personal experience of the Depression also 

36 For the advance during the 1930s of Burns, Philp in particular, see Ken Buckley and Kris Klugman “The 
Australian Presence in the Pacific”: Burns Philp 1914–1946 (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1983) ch. 12–16, pp. 213–325. 
37 DH McKay ‘Post-War Agriculture’ in LT Evans and JDB Miller (eds) Politics and Practice Essays in Honour 
of Sir John Crawford (Sydney: Australian National University Press and Pergamon Press, 1987) p. 34
38 David Lee Search for Security: The Political Economy of Australia’s Postwar Foreign and Defence Policy (St 
Leonards: Allen and Unwin, 1995) p. 8 notes that: ‘The circle of Australian Labor Party (ALP) ministers who 
made Australian foreign policy in the 1940s had come to the fore as critics of social injustice in the depressed 
conditions of the 1930s.’ 
39 Lee Search for Security p. 9 includes among the ‘gifted bureaucrats’ who assisted these ALP ministers, 
John Burton, head of External Affairs and HC Coombs.
40 Heinz W Arndt A Course through Life: Memoirs of an Australian Economist History of Development 
Studies, no. 1 (Canberra: National Centre for Development Studies, ANU, 1985) p. 28 
41 Tim Rowse Nugget Coombs: A Reforming Life (Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2002) pp. 116–121 
42 Rowse Nugget Coombs pp. 178–181 ‘Reconstructing Papua New Guinea’ provides a brief summary of 
Coombs’ war and immediate post-war role most relevant to this account.
43 FW Eggleston Reflections of an Australian Liberal 2nd edn (Melbourne: FW Cheshire, 1953) ch. 1, pp. 2–5



1 . The International Idea of Development Reformed

29

reinforced ‘broad sympathy with underdogs’.44 During appointments as an 
economist with the Rural Bank of New South Wales (1935–42), as Rural Adviser 
to the Commonwealth Department of War Organisation of Industry (1942–
43), and as Director of Research in the newly formed Department of Post-War 
Reconstruction, headed by Coombs, Crawford drew upon this experience to 
influence development in Australia and PNG.45

While working in the Department of Post-War Reconstruction, Crawford 
commenced an association with the Rural Reconstruction Commission. The 
Commission played an important role in stressing the importance of maintaining 
‘family farms’ as ‘the basic units of the most natural form of society’.46 
Because farmers’ incomes had been cut substantially during the Depression, 
and increased agricultural production was required to meet war and postwar 
demand, Crawford and the Department of Post-War Reconstruction became 
heavily involved in devising means of raising prices and finding other ways 
for improving rural livelihoods. A self-declared ‘interventionist’, Crawford’s 
principal significance was to place agricultural expansion and farmers’ 
living standards at the centre of government considerations on international 
relations and the domestic economy. Government policy on full employment, 
as expressed in the 1945 White Paper on the subject, was intimately related to 
rural policy.47 Most importantly for Australia and, as will be shown below, for 
PNG the connection meant an emphasis upon increasing agricultural exports for 
a ‘hungry world—especially in the United Kingdom and Europe’.48

Another key figure for late colonial development in PNG with close connections 
to Crawford and agricultural policy in Australia was CR Lambert, who was 
subsequently appointed by Coalition Minister Hasluck, as Secretary for the 
newly constructed Department of Territories, formerly External Territories. 
Like Crawford, Lambert had worked in the Rural Bank of New South Wales 
(1933–48), and was Chairman of the Rural Reconstruction Commission (1943–
46). Immediately prior to becoming Secretary for Territories, Lambert had been 
Commonwealth Director of Regional Development. With this background in 
designing and implementing state action to expand agriculture in Australia, it is 
unsurprising that Lambert and Hasluck forged a lengthy working relationship 
aimed at bringing agrarian development to PNG.

44 Max Crawford ‘My Brother Jack: Background and Early Years’ in Evans & Miller (eds) Policy and Practice p. 14 
45 McKay ‘Post-War Agriculture’ pp. 36–37 stresses how Crawford continued to see post-war agriculture 
and its problems through the prism of pre-war conditions.
46 McKay ‘Post-War Agriculture’ p. 35
47 McKay ‘Post-War Agriculture’ pp. 37–38
48 McKay ‘Post-War Agriculture’ p. 38
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HV Evatt and British Colonial Influences

An especially important figure in the reformation of the idea of development, 
giving it a particularly Australian flavour, was Dr HV Evatt. In Evatt’s case, 
championship of ‘the underdog’ extended domestically and overseas. This 
support was expressed for individuals facing injustice and small countries 
threatened by major powers’ domination.49 Evatt’s role as Minister for External 
Affairs from 1941 onwards is of special significance for the international 
reshaping of trusteeship (see below). Evatt’s knowledge of and sympathy for the 
welfare of people in countries other than Australia grew during the inter-war 
years, when he was an academic, lawyer and judge of the High Court of Australia. 
The most important dimension of Evatt’s personal development for this account 
involves Kenya and the Devonshire Declaration. Another Australian, Edmund 
Piesse, a senior official in the Prime Minister’s Office also had seen the parallels 
between British policy for Kenya and the Australian situation in the Mandated 
Territory of New Guinea.50

The argument that the Kenya White Paper provided the basis for British 
trusteeship appeared in a monograph Evatt prepared and published in 1935 
while a judge of the High Court of Australia.51 The central proposition that Evatt 
took from the White Paper on Kenya was that British governments exercised:

a trust on behalf of the African population, and they are unable to 
delegate or share this trust, the object of which may be defined as the 
protection and advancement of the native races.52

Evatt highlighted the above phrase from the White Paper and then extended 
trusteeship beyond British concerns. For Evatt, responsibility exercised by 
His Majesty’s Government was as ‘trustees before the world for the African 
population [emphasis added: SM]’.53 That is, trusteeship should be practised 
according to international, and not simply imperial, principles, a conclusion 
Evatt constantly pushed during the 1940s at a series of conferences and during 
negotiations about the future of postwar arrangements.

There is no need to repeat here how Britain and the United States, in particular, 
disagreed about the terms of colonial authority after the military struggle 
ended. Nor is it necessary to document again the role played by Australian and 

49 This sense of sympathy was particularly evident in the belligerence of Minister for External Affairs Dr 
Evatt when dealing with British and US officials over the meaning and terms of trusteeship. Louis emphasises 
how Evatt ‘championed the cause of the underdog’, a stance that he stretched to include ‘small powers’ 
internationally as well as ‘dependent peoples’, Imperialism at Bay p. 291. 
50 Wright State Practice p. 100 
51 See HV Evatt ‘The British Dominions as Mandatories’ Proceedings of the Australian and New Zealand 
Society of International Law 1935, vol. 1, pp. 27–54
52 Evatt ‘The British Dominions as Mandatories’ p. 29; also cited in Louis Imperialism at Bay pp. 108–109.
53 Evatt ‘The British Dominions as Mandatories’ p. 29; also cited in Louis Imperialism at Bay p. 109.
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New Zealand representatives in persuading the major powers to acknowledge 
the specific importance these two British Dominions placed upon postwar 
arrangements, particularly but not solely for the colonial territories of the 
South-West Pacific. It is sufficient to note Dr Evatt’s dogged belligerence, backed 
up by persistent support from Australian officials. One key figure was Paul 
Hasluck, then working in External Affairs and who attended many of the most 
important meetings. Evatt played a substantial part in changing the terms of 
trusteeship to include international supervision, but not international control 
or administration of colonies.

Tied together by their anti-colonial nationalism, the US, Australia and New 
Zealand worked against any easy re-assertion of British colonial rule. But 
suspicious of US ambitions in the South Pacific, the representatives of the last 
two countries also allied with British Labour Party supporters to establish a 
form of international accountability and a postwar trusteeship arrangement 
distinguishable from prewar imperialism. Working together was facilitated by 
personal agreement, including between Arthur Creech Jones, then a Fabian 
Labour MP and Parliamentary Secretary and Hasluck, an adviser to Australian 
Labor Minister Evatt who had developed a close association.54 As well as 
formulating a means for closer international scrutiny over colonial powers, the 
emphasis in the justification for continuing colonial rule shifted considerably 
toward a responsibility for promoting indigenous welfare and hastening self-
government, even national independence.

Deliberations on Australia’s Postwar Defence

Wright emphasises how the appeals to a new form of internationalism by 
leading Australians was associated with, even driven by, a need to protect what 
was conceived as the Australian national interest.55 Not surprisingly at a time 
of war, one conception of interest involved territorial occupation with a direct 
military presence. But a second view of territorial security was also influential, 
and ultimately prevailed. Its foremost advocate was the Australian military 
commander General (later Sir) Thomas Blamey.56

As the Australian Labor Government prepared its plans for the Australia-
New Zealand Conference of January 1944, the Defence Committee of Cabinet 
drew up and  submitted a report. The document argued that ‘the “best means 
of securing Australia from invasion” was “by taking strong offensive action 

54 Wright ‘Protecting the National Interest’ pp. 68–69; MacWilliam ‘Papua New Guinea in the 1940s’ p. 33
55 Wright ‘Protecting the National Interest’ notes that from the late nineteenth century a concern for 
national defence was central to the Australian ‘imperial presence, first in Papua and later in New Guinea’ (p. 
65) and proceeds to show how the terms of this concern changed during World War II.
56 David Horner Blamey: The Commander-in-Chief (St Leonard’s: Allen and Unwin, 1998) esp. ch. 19, pp. 436–438
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from established and well-defended forward bases”’. While Australia would 
be responsible for maintaining the bases ‘“the naval commitment should be 
regarded as an Imperial obligation”’.57

In a letter to the Secretary of the Department of Defence (Sir) Frederick Shedden, 
Blamey disagreed with this position. He argued that Australia’s strength lay in 
its ‘“strategic isolation”’, the preservation of which should be ‘“our strategic 
aim”’.58 Blamey asserted that not only could Australian garrisons in the Pacific be 
bypassed by an attacking enemy, maintenance of the bases would be a problem 
when defence expenditures were cut during peacetime. Blamey preferred a 
close alliance with Britain and conditional encouragement for US bases in the 
Pacific.59

Devising a defence strategy for Papua and New Guinea located so close to 
northern Australia, and over which military authority already existed—in the 
form of the Australian and New Guinea Administrative Unit (ANGAU)60—posed 
questions distinct and separable from the proposal for maintaining forward bases 
that Blamey opposed. As the Australia-New Zealand Agreement was negotiated, 
Blamey placed his views on the record about ‘the long-term strategic problems 
connected with the present military and future civil, administration of Papua 
and the Mandated Territory’.61

Blamey had a lengthy document prepared by his Director of Research, 
Lieutenant-Colonel Alf Conlon, and submitted to Prime Minister John Curtin 
on 4 February 1944. ‘The Situation of Australian Colonies as at January 1944’ 
presented to Curtin provided another early official application of the phrase 
‘the paramountcy of native interests’ to postwar colonial policy for Australian 
colonies. It envisaged a long-term program of development for the territories 
and ‘point[ed] to the necessity of a sustained interest by military officers in 
developmental projects’. Development in PNG should have two objectives, as 
far as Australia’s strategic interests were concerned. First, there was a need to 
forestall ‘a sudden and uncontrolled [postwar] rush of competitive interests’ 
into the South-West Pacific, where the interests were both of rival nation-states 
and commercial concerns. The second objective reflected the changing focus of 
trusteeship outlined above, to place native welfare at the centre of economic 
and political development, rather than allowing a return to prewar conditions. 

57 Quotes are from Horner Blamey pp. 436–438.
58 Horner Blamey p. 437
59 Horner Blamey p. 437
60 See Peter Ryan ‘The Australian and New Guinea Administrative Unit’ in KS Inglis (ed.) The History of Melanesia 
2nd Waigani Seminar, Port Moresby, 30 May–5 June 1968 (Canberra: ANU and UPNG, 1971) pp. 531–548
61 Horner Blamey p. 438
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The document lent complete support to the position being developed elsewhere 
in the Australian civilian administration that domination by the trading and 
plantation interests should not be restored after the conflict ended.62

Most importantly, as Wright notes, the position adopted by Blamey made it 
possible to combine ‘wartime idealism … with the executive power of the Army’. 
The circumstances, by Blamey’s reckoning, ‘presented the Labor Government 
with a unique, “epoch making”, opportunity to exercise policy on the “highest 
moral level as a justified weapon of power politics to protect not only the future 
of the native peoples of the Pacific but the strategic security of Australia”’.63

Within a few days of Blamey’s letter to Curtin, from February 7 to 12 a conference 
of the ANGAU HQ officers and district staff was held in Port Moresby.64 While 
some of those who attended may not have envisaged major changes in the terms 
of colonial rule as a consequence of the war, the general thrust of the published 
papers asserted the importance of improving the welfare of the indigenous 
population. Nor were the proposed future directions outlined by the ANGAU 
personnel at the conference ever distant from the approach being formulated by 
civilian and military authorities in Australia.

When Major JL Taylor said at the conference: ‘I take it that you all agree 
that a higher standard of living is necessary for the native people’,65 he was 
advocating something which would have found no dispute at either military 
HQ or in the Curtin Labor Government. Further, when stating that this standard 
should be reached through ‘the development of native agriculture, greater 
native production, and hence greater wealth’, and not by further increases in 
plantation production, Taylor was in step with what was fast becoming the 
dominant position in development thought about policy for postwar Australia 
and PNG. He also espoused the increasingly popular view that:

Plantations in this country exist to a considerable degree by virtue of 
the low standard of living of the native employees-that is, by cheap 
labour. It is essential to raise this standard of living in an endeavour 
to reduce the high death rate of indentured labourers, the pick of the 
community, which stood at between 15 and 20 per 1,000 before the war. 
This is an extremely high death rate and is the answer to those who 
contend that labour conditions [on plantations: SM] were satisfactory.

62 NAA: CP637/1/1 no. 65 The Situation of Australian Colonies as at January 1944, General Sir Thomas Blamey 
to PM Curtin, 4/2/1944; see also Wright ‘Contesting community’; Wright ‘Protecting the National Interest’ 
63 Wright ‘Protecting the National Interest’ p. 73; quotes in Wright’s document are from Blamey to Curtin 
The Situation of the Australian Colonies as at January, 1944 pp. 3–4.
64 NAA: A9372 ANGAU [Australia and New Guinea Administrative Unit] vols 1–3 Conference of Officers of 
Headquarters and Officers of District Staff, Port Moresby, 7–12 February 1944; cf. Gammage The Sky Travellers 
p. 225, who gives the venue of the conference as Melbourne. 
65 See Taylor ‘A Paper on Native Welfare’ in NAA: A9372 ANGAU
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While it has been suggested that the conference exposed a major divide between 
Papua and New Guinea officers on ‘native welfare’ with the latter less supportive 
of the position Taylor emphasised, the divide is not apparent in the published 
papers.66 The final stage in the formulation of ‘positive Australianism’ during 
and immediately after World War II is now considered.

Planning Postwar Development: Defence, 
Reconstructing Community and Paying a Debt

Through settlement schemes and other forms of state assistance, family farms 
were to provide the basis for postwar agricultural expansion and employment 
for returning soldiers in Australia. But in PNG, the urgency of the global food 
shortages initially appeared to favour reconstruction and expansion on another 
basis altogether, the rehabilitation of plantations owned by expatriates and 
overseas firms that employed indigenous labour. In 1943 centralised produce 
marketing, particularly for copra, was established under National Security 
Regulations and support from the ANGAU. In the same year the Australian 
New Guinea Production Control Board (ANGPCB) had taken over plantations 
operated by the ANGAU, and become the central marketing authority for these 
and privately owned and operated plantations in areas where the Japanese army 
had not been a sufficient threat to force the departure of owners.67

As the conflict ended, large holding owners chaffed at any restrictions which 
slowed their return to plantations abandoned in the face of the Japanese military’s 
rapid advance.68 Initial assistance to returning planters, including through the 
ANGPCB, prodded Coombs’ concern, expressed in a letter to Treasurer Ben 
Chifley, as a member of a government committee formed in February 1944 
to determine policy for postwar PNG. The concern was that without proper 
consideration the Government would acquiesce in the re-establishment of an 
economy dominated by large holdings. Their owners’ aspirations for a quick 
return to prewar conditions now confronted government and administrative 
opposition to plantation agriculture and international companies hoping to 
expand their landholdings and plantings.

As noted above, even prior to the start of the war, there were concerns about 
the effects on the indigenous population of plantations and their demands 
for labour. Wartime changes internationally and in Australia in the idea of 
trusteeship made dealing with these concerns even more important. During the 

66 Cf. Gammage The Sky Travellers p. 225 
67 Harry H Jackman Copra marketing and price stabilization in Papua New Guinea: A history to 1975 Pacific 
Research Monograph no. 17 (Canberra: NCDS, ANU, 1988) pp. 82–97
68 See Rowse Nugget Coombs p. 179; Wright ‘Protecting the National Interest’; Wright ‘Contesting community’ 
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war, the potential for conflict between plantation operations and indigenous 
welfare became a central focus for government officials working in Australia. 
Opposition to ‘development by Europeans with native labour’, strengthened 
in Canberra, although renewing the importance of plantations remained 
the direction favoured by JR (Reg) Halligan, the most senior official in the 
Department of External Territories.69

As the destructive effects of the military conflict, particularly on indigenes and 
village life, worsened and became better known, this opposition to European 
use of native labour increased. The September 1943 appointment of Minister for 
External Territories EJ (Eddie) Ward who fervently opposed the continuation 
of the prewar direction of colonial policy, gave the opponents of large holding 
agriculture their most prominent representative. While Ward was never alone in 
his antipathy to the re-assertion of plantation and trading company dominance, 
his particular combination of populism and labourism placed the Minister at the 
forefront of the opposition. Wright correctly concluded:

The vehemence with which Ward attached the labels of exploitation 
and non-development to the so-called “vested interests” operating in 
the Territory created a climate in which more interested parties [than 
Ward on colonial development: SM ] could insert demands for expanded 
indigenous welfare into the domain of intentional development.70

As already noted, officers in the ANGAU were among the interested parties in 
PNG. These officials had the advantage of holding administrative authority at the 
critical moment as the Japanese forces retreated and before civil administration 
was re-established. Whatever the extent of disagreement among senior ANGAU 
officials about how the ‘paramountcy of native interests’ could be effected, 
there seems to have been little dispute that this should be the organisation’s primary 
concern. While acknowledging prewar differences between conditions in Papua 
and New Guinea, and recognising that the ANGAU was not in a position to 
determine postwar arrangements, Chairman of the 1944 ANGAU Conference 
Brigadier DM Cleland nevertheless emphasised the need for policy ‘applicable to 
both Territories’ which represented ‘a progressive development on rational lines’. For 
Cleland, rejecting ‘retrogression’ and embracing ‘progression’ meant ‘betterment’ in 
‘the best interests of the country [i.e. PNG] and its people’.71 Other speakers left little 
doubt which people’s interests were of concern for many ANGAU officeholders.72

69 Wright ‘Protecting the National Interest’ p. 74, cites a memo of November 1943 prepared by the Second 
Secretary of the Department of External Affairs (DEA) that described the plantation system as a form of 
production ‘doomed from the beginning’.
70 Wright ‘Contesting community’ p. 76
71 Cleland ‘Summary of Chairman’s Address on “ANGAU Organisation and Policy” and of his final survey of 
the Conference Papers and Discussions’ in NAA: A9372 ANGAU.
72 In addition to Taylor’s paper on ‘Native Welfare’ already cited, see also papers by: Lt-Col. JM Mack 
‘Preventive Medicine’; Capt W Trembath ‘ANGAU Dental Services’; Major L Austen ‘Native Welfare’; Lt-Col 
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The dominant view neatly combined Australian defence interests with the 
‘paramountcy of native interests’ development thrust. Officers most concerned 
with the deleterious effects of pre-war indentured labour and wartime military 
demands upon the indigenous population sang from the same song sheet as 
General Blamey and government officials in Australia regarding the principal 
objectives behind postwar reconstruction in PNG. The close ties between senior 
ANGAU personnel and key Directorate of Research officials go some way to 
explaining the coincidence of views.73 Taylor stated the underlying purpose of 
postwar colonial development neatly in his conference paper:

Leaving sentimental and moral reasons aside, it is vitally necessary 
for Australia, because of her geographical position, to have a large 
and contented native population in New Guinea as a buffer between 
Australia and Asia. This is of paramount importance, and our aim 
should be 10,000,000 New Guinea natives with an Australian culture 
and Australian sympathies, so that in the wars of the future a vigorous 
native race unaffected by any Pan-Asiatic movement will stand with 
Australia a bulwark against the Orient.74

Other interested parties, including religious denominations, trade unions and 
academics, easily supplied the ‘sentimental and moral reasons’. At the November 
1943 Anglican Archbishops and Bishops Conference held at Cheltenham, 
Victoria, a ‘Native Charter’ for the South-West Pacific was adopted. Drafted 
by Sydney University anthropologist AP Elkin and Bishop JW Burton, the 
Charter re-asserted the ‘“paramountcy of native interests”’ doctrine, and 
‘urged “that every effort be made to establish native community enterprises 
… and to develop peasant proprietorship”’.75 In February 1944, when Blamey 
was setting out his preferred position to Curtin and the ANGAU conference 
was taking place in Port Moresby, the Anglican missions prepared and sent a 
submission to External Affairs Minister Evatt. The submission explicitly tied 
the destruction and disruption of the military conflict, the effect upon the 
indigenous population and Australia’s strategic security together in moral terms 
as a debt owed which should be repaid at least in part by the abolition of the 
indentured labour system.76

E Taylor & Lt-Col S Elliott-Smith ‘Native Labour’; Major DH Vertigan ‘Native Labour’; Lt JB McAdam ‘Land 
Tenure’; REP Dwyer ‘Agriculture’; Capt WR Humphries ‘A Review of Native Plantations’; Major WHH Thompson 
‘Rice Cultivation’; and Lt-Col. WE Stanner ‘Broad Aspects of Colonial Administration’ in NAA: A9372 ANGAU.
73 See Gammage The Sky Travellers p. 224; Horner Blamey p. 466
74 Taylor ‘Native Welfare’
75 Wright ‘Contesting community’ p. 82, citing AP Elkin Wanted—A Charter for the Native Peoples of the 
South-west Pacific (Sydney: Institute for International Affairs, 1943) p. 10.
76 Griffin, Nelson & Firth Papua New Guinea pp. 102–112, ch. 8 ‘Paying a Debt 1945–1949’ details the 
strength of this moral purpose, especially in the immediate post-war years.
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In December 1944, Minister Ward organised a Native Labour Conference in 
Sydney. To representatives of various interested parties, and in the absence 
of representation from either Papua New Guineans or the large plantation 
companies, Minister Ward’s purpose in calling the conference was made 
clear. External Territories Department Secretary Halligan, the man regarded 
in official circles as most enthusiastic for a ‘return to the past’, was given the 
task of reading the Minister’s conference opening statement expressing the 
Government’s commitment to abolishing the indenture system that formed 
the legal and administrative basis for hiring indigenes. The indentured system 
under which workers were employed for up to three years was to be replaced 
by an as yet undefined arrangement. The revised terms of employment would 
be those ‘“best suited to the people”’, and would ‘“cause the least upset to 
[the] village economy, [and] permit … native peasant production”’.77 Conference 
deliberations were to assist the government and colonial administration in finding 
a new arrangement, not to debate whether indenture should be preserved.

In July 1945, a further clear and defining public expression of the shift in 
development thought and policy was given. Speaking to the Australian 
Parliament on the Papua-New Guinea Provisional Administration Bill, Ward 
emphasised the principal connections between ‘positive Australianism’ and 
postwar rule. There would be a break with the past, when not enough had 
been done, and a future of ‘better health, better education, more participation 
in the wealth of their country and eventually a say in its government’ for the 
indigenous population.78 Ward signalled a major overhaul of the Native Labour 
Ordinance with a substantial increase in legislated minimum pay rates, reduced 
working hours and indentures cut from three to one year, with indentures to be 
abolished altogether ‘as soon as practicable’.79

In late 1946, as expatriate planters anxious to re-establish holdings pressed the 
UK Government to intervene and overturn the newly introduced labour laws, 
Ward spelled out how ‘native development’ would affect large holding and 
other similar commercial interests. Without acknowledging the lineage of the 
idea ‘paramountcy of native interests’, this most anti-British Australian Labor 
Party politician stressed once more how development would change in PNG 
in terms which replicated those that had appeared in the 1923 British White 
Paper.80 Ward emphasised that:

77 This and other quotations in the paragraph are from Wright ‘Contesting community’ p. 94, citing NLA: 
EJ Ward Papers MS239 6/12/260-346 Native Labour Conference, Sydney 1–2 December 1944. 
78 Griffin, Nelson & Firth Papua New Guinea p. 102
79 Griffin, Nelson & Firth Papua New Guinea p. 102
80 On Ward’s anti-British views, see John Kerr Matters for Judgement: An Autobiography (South Melbourne: 
Macmillan, 1978), p. 122.
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Non-native expansion must … be governed by the well-being of the 
indigenous inhabitants of the Territory as a whole … [and] while as 
in the past the basis for the economy will be native and non-native 
working side by side: [now] the limit of non-native expansion [would 
be] determined by the welfare of natives generally’.81

Ward’s statement summarised just how far Australian official thinking about 
development had travelled since the start of the twentieth century, and 
particularly during World War II. Previously dominant expatriate settler 
interests now had every reason to be ‘unsettled’, in Edward (Ted) Wolfers’ 
phrase.82 While the major commercial firms had less reason for concern, 
given their dominance and critical role in trade which would become central 
for postwar reconstruction and beyond, nevertheless they too were major 
employers of indigenes. As substantial plantation operators, these firms also had 
to adjust to the shift in thought and policy towards the primacy of smallholder 
agriculture. Clearly for both settlers and international firms, as well as for 
colonial officials, the immediate issue would be how an administration short of 
skilled personnel and essential equipment could transfer the shift into detailed 
policy that secured ‘the paramountcy of native interests’.

Conclusion

For decades colonial rulers in PNG paid only minor attention to the negative 
consequences of growth driven by plantation and mining operations. During the 
inter-war years Britain and France83 had begun to adopt the idea of intentional 
development for colonial policy but Australian thought about development 
for PNG lagged behind. Despite the pre-war awareness of some officials about 
changing international thinking and policy, it took wartime conditions to 
accelerate the process by which these changes were inserted into Australian 
thought about and policy for PNG.

By 1945 a major transformation had begun in thinking about the policies 
necessary to make postwar development happen. The priority of officials 
became shaping further commercialisation in a manner which satisfied defence 
needs and international demand for agricultural commodities while maintaining 

81 NLA: MS2396 Statement by the Honorable EJ Ward, MP, Minister for Territories, December 6, 1946; 
‘External Territories of the Commonwealth’, also cited in MacWilliam ‘Papua New Guinea in the 1940s’ p. 37
82 Ted Wolfers ‘The unsettled settlers: New Guinea in Australia, 1942–1946’ Journal of the Papua and New 
Guinea Society 1967, vol. 1, no. 2, pp. 7–15
83 Monica M van Beusekom Negotiating Development: African Farmers and Colonial Experts at the Office du 
Niger, 1920–1960 (Portsmouth, NH, Oxford and Cape Town: Heinemann, James Curry and David Philip, 2002) 
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indigenous attachment to ‘village life’ with higher living standards. Initially 
however, little progress was made towards these objectives. The account now 
turns to the years immediately after the military conflict ended.




