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The year 2015 saw the celebration of forty years of
independence in Papua New Guinea (PNG). In his speech at
the Independence Day flag raising ceremony on 16 September,
Prime Minister Peter O’Neill declared that Papua New Guineans
can look back with pride on what they have achieved together
(O’Neill 16/9/2015). ‘We can’, he said, ‘look forward with
confidence to an even better future [for] our children’ (ibid.).
He promised his audience that despite the challenges facing
the country, such as uncertainty in the global economy and
climate change, they would have the ‘free school education,
better health care and better community services you are
entitled to as our citizens’ (ibid.). However, there are some
rural Papua New Guineans who feel that independence has
not lived up to its promise and they would prefer it had never
occurred. This In Brief reports on recent research among
the people who live in the shadow of Mt Wilhelm, PNG’s
highest mountain, in the Kundiawa-Gembogl District, Chimbu
Province. Existence for the people of this province with its
rugged mountain terrain is distant from life in the resource-rich
provinces of Hela and Southern Highlands. Aside from income
from coffee grown at lower altitudes, access to cash income
and services is a perennial problem. This marginalisation
has generated a profound disenchantment with the PNG
government and the project of nationhood.
‘Independence doesn’t have any meaning’ was how one
leader expressed it. It was only meaningful, he said, for people
in Port Moresby and Lae, where there has been significant
development. To express the stark contrast in development
between rural Chimbu and urban Port Moresby and Lae,
people employ the metaphor of a book, saying they are ‘back
page’, while those in the more developed areas are ‘front
page’. Such sentiments are not unusual in other parts of rural
PNG; I, for one, over the years, have met with them on many
occasions in many rural districts. Other expressions used
include describing one’s village, district, province or country
as the ‘last place’ (las ples) or ‘last corner’ (las kona). While
such labels often convey a sense of geographic isolation, of
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isolated mountain or distant island community, they also allude
to the poor state of development, of being overlooked and the
last to receive development.
Another leader remarked that although he was pleased
when independence was achieved, his view changed when
he saw the situation in rural Chimbu was deteriorating and
had become much worse since independence (‘mipela bin
hamamas nau sindaun bilong mipela i no stret, i bagarap’).
The optimistic hope that independence would lead to social
equality in PNG has given way to post-colonial pessimism and
a much bleaker view that development has been confined to
some people only — usually urban elites and politicians.
Many in Chimbu say PNG was given independence
too early and the country was not ready for it. Some lay
blame on Michael Somare, PNG’s first prime minister, who
is often hailed as the father of the nation. This view is often
accompanied by nostalgia, with some saying they wish for
the return of Australian rule. One man remarked he wished
the Australian government would ‘look after’ the people of
PNG (‘mi gat strongpela tingting Australian gavaman i mas
lukautim mipela’), since for him the citizens of PNG are treated
as ‘animals’ (‘pikdok’) by their own government (‘mipela olsem
pikdok bilong gavaman’).1 Such nostalgia for the colonial
period may be dismissed as an idealised understanding of the
past conceived from the present viewpoint, but it indicates,
nevertheless, a long-lasting level of disquiet with the current
situation in PNG. In fact, people are engaging in a critique of
the present that is formed through the prism of the past.2
What are we to make of this disenchantment, and its
accompanying nostalgia for the past, as enunciated by the
people of Chimbu? Above all, it speaks forcefully about
the current condition of the state in PNG. When the rural
people of PNG look about themselves, they see decaying
infrastructure, the lack of health, education and agricultural
extension services and non-functioning institutions. They
also see income from the resources boom being squandered
by corrupt and venal politicians and increasing levels of
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poverty and inequality despite the wealth that has flowed
into the country. The profound disenchantment evident in
the accounts from Chimbu suggests that until people see
some tangible development reaching their local communities,
their commitment to the project of nation-building in PNG will
remain at best lukewarm, at worst, hostile. A national identity
is founded on inclusion — of being one citizenry, one nation,
one country — but this appears to have very little appeal for
those in Chimbu. Prime Minister O’Neill may use the inclusive
language of ‘our citizens’ and boast of the country’s great
progress over the past forty years, but the people of rural
Chimbu will remain sceptical about the degree to which they
are actually included as citizens or in this progress.
The sentiments being expressed by people in Chimbu
— feelings of rejection and disappointment — are likely
to be disempowering, but the responses in Chimbu have
taken a different path. A more positive outcome of the
profound disenchantment felt by those in Kundiawa-Gembogl
District has been the development of local communitybased organisations and locally driven forms of community
development. Rather than wait for the government to
bring development and services, these organisations have
endeavoured to meet some of those needs themselves (albeit
usually in partnership with international non-government
organisations). For example, the two communities visited
during this research dealt with their lack of road access by
themselves constructing feeder roads from their communities
to the main road, using their own bodily labour and simple
tools. One community had also embarked on an ambitious
project to build permanent houses for its members and had
so far built in excess of twenty. So, while disenchantment
can easily enough breed bitterness and political inaction, for
some at least, in Kundiawa-Gembogl District it has led to the
development of self-reliance and forms of empowerment. The
question remaining is whether and how that empowerment
and energy might be translated into a broader political
engagement that holds the state to account.
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the 1950s the Chimbu seemed to be enthusiastically
embracing the colonial system with its promise of riches
and peace. By the late 1950s to the mid-1960s they
had become somewhat disillusioned about the progress
being made but, nevertheless, they made no demand for
self-government or rejection of the colonial government
(1982:8). Rather, they saw the Australians as their
benefactors and protectors, who had brought security
and improvement to local life (ibid.). Brown notes that
in 1976, a year after independence, people preferred
Australian colonial rule to independence (ibid.). In the past
four decades, ambivalence about independence has not
faded as might have been expected and, in part, this is an
indication of the difficulty of fostering national feelings and
sentiment in such a culturally diverse context as PNG, and
even more so in remote communities.
2. This nostalgia for the colonial period has been remarked
elsewhere in PNG. Ira Bashkow, for example, reported
the Orokaiva people in Oro Province lamented the
degeneration of towns and infrastructure following
independence, looking back on colonial times with
nostalgic fondness (2006:3–4).
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Endnotes
1. Others writing about Chimbu have made similar
observations about the enthusiasm for Australian rule.
One of the earlier generation of anthropologists who
worked in Chimbu, Paula Brown, reported that in
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