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Transformation in Southeast Asia: Essays in Honour of Professor Syed Hus-
sein Alatas.

On a more technical note, some readers may find the multi-layered and
non-chronological nature of the stories jarring, which may also be off-putting.
This style of writing is by no means a “mistake” on the author’s part, as it
seems intentional for the narratives to have a particular effect upon the reader,
but at times it can still be intrusive as a style.

Ultimately, however, I think Masturah Alatas’s The Life in the Writing:
Syed Hussein Alatas is more than worthwhile for anyone interested in a closer
look at Alatas’s life. As more and more young scholars in the Global South
recognize that the conditions are ripe for a new wave of scholarship that re-
sists intellectual imperialism and asserts epistemic autonomy, I hope this new
edition of The Life in Writing leads to more lives dedicated to writing in the
Alatasian mould.

Justin Felip D. Daduya

STEPHEN HOWES / MARTIN DAVIES / ROHAN Fox / MAaHOLOPA LAVEIL / MANO]J
K. PANDEY / KELLY SAMOF / DEK JOE Sum, Struggle, Reform, Boom and Bust.
An Economic History of Papua New Guinea since Independence. (Pacific Affairs
Series). Canberra: Australian National University Press, 2025. 416 pages, $79.95.
ISBN 978-1-7604-6699-2 (print), ISBN 9781760467005 (eBook)

Compiled by economists at Australian National University (ANU / Crawford
School of Public Policy) and the University of Papua New Guinea (UPNG /
School of Business and Public Policy) under the direction of Stephen Howes,
this volume addresses economic development in the South Pacific island state
of Papua New Guinea (PNG) during the past 50 years since independence.
Stephen Howes and Martin Davies are professors of economics at the Univer-
sities of Canberra and Washington and Lee respectively. Rohan Fox, Maholopa
Laveil, Manoj Pandey, Kelly Samof, and Dek Joe Sum are or were lecturers at
either UPNG or ANU.

Published in time for the country’s Golden Jubilee in mid-September 2025,
the book is structured chronologically in four parts. Howes and Pandey analyse
the period from 1975 to 1988, Fox and Laweil the time from 1989 to 2003,
Davies the years from 2004 to 2013, and Samof and Sum the timespan from
2014 to 2022. Each chapter is divided into two parts: first, economic growth
and the macroeconomy; then economic reforms as well as politics and govern-
ance, including public services, decentralisation, law and order, and corruption.
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Howes authored the introduction and the three final summarising chapters. The
book also features annexes running to 61 pages: Annex A provides important
data on politicians and parliamentary elections, Annex B presents 39 tables
with economic figures, and Annex C provides information on the country’s
resource projects. Since the 2010 release of Papua New Guinea’s Development
Performance 1975-2008, edited by Thomas Webster and Linda Duncan, this
is only the second social-science publication on the country, following the 2022
volume Papua New Guinea: Government, Economy and Society, edited by
Stephen Howes and Lekshmi Pillai.

According to the book’s analysis, Papua New Guinea’s economy in 2022
was four times larger than at independence in 1975. The population has also
vastly increased, from 2.8 million to approximately 10.2 million, according to
the census results of the National Statistical Office from November 2025. The
country had high expectations for independence, most of which were not ful-
filled, not least because Australia had not prepared the country for rapid inde-
pendence. The country’s development record can only be considered disappoint-
ing. Howes refers to John Connell’s 1997 conclusion, which remains valid today:
“neither consistent growth nor sustainable development have been achieved”
(Papua New Guinea: The Struggle for Independence. London 1997, p. 317).
At the time of independence, coffee, copra and cacao comprised half of PNG’s
exports — evidence of the success of the Australian administration’s support
for smallholders in the 1960s — along with copper from the Panguna Mine,
located on the island of Bougainville; the situation today is quite different.

Production of agricultural cash crops has stagnated or fallen. By contrast,
forestry — which is associated with corruption, land grabbing and loss of bio-
diversity — palm oil production and fish exports have become more successful.
Nonetheless, 84 per cent of exports are from mining (gold, copper, nickel and
cobalt) as well as from gas and oil production under foreign ownership. This
resource dependency made up 32% of GDP in 2022, compared with 10% in
the early 1980s, making Papua New Guinea one of the most resource-dependent
states in the world. Average annual economic growth outside of mining was
just 0.4 per cent across the entire period and employment growth only 1.5 per
cent — and this in a time of average annual population growth of 2.6 per cent.
Accordingly, public services and infrastructure have deteriorated in large parts
of the country. Some social indicators are now among the worst in the world.

Yet the first period, from 1975 to 1988, began as a period of stability and
slow growth that enjoyed the high Australian standards of investment, con-
sumption and income that PNG had inherited. Then Canberra began to cut
budget support, and commodity prices fell. Precarity and a political culture of
clientelism were already becoming apparent. Businesspeople went into politics,
which is highly localised, and this has resulted in constant power struggles for
posts and offices; consequently, parliamentarians are frequently voted out of
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office. Accordingly, corruption as well as law and order have become serious
problems. The effectiveness of the government and administration began to
erode, which diminished the quality of public services. Key development-policy
priorities of independence that were included in the constitution, such as equality,
rural development and environmental protection, fell by the wayside even in
the early days of independence. Focus on the cities as well as individual en-
richment had priority. The fact that the years passed without a major economic
crisis is considered a success.

The subsequent period from 1989 to 2003 is described as a decade of chaos
and failure, but also as a period of reform, with deregulation and liberalisation.
1988 marked the beginning of the Bougainville crisis, which was followed by
a nine-year civil war around the copper mine. At the same time, the Porgera
and Lihir gold mines, as well as oil production, began operation in the high-
lands. Political instability increased, which was manifested in six prime ministers
during this period. During this phase, Prime Minister Mekere Morauta brought
about reforms to combat corruption and establish the independence of the cen-
tral bank. By contrast, the years 2004 to 2013 were characterised by a global
commodity boom, which went hand in hand with record state revenues. At
the same time, the 1995 restructuring of decentralisation took effect, which
(until today) has involved major transfers of money to the district representatives
of the national parliament. Falling oil prices and the completion of construction
of the LNG project put an end to this brief boom phase, which benefited the
capital Port Moresby above all.

Although the LNG project began operation, the years from 2014 on are con-
sidered modest because most revenues were realized by corporations overseas.
This phase was characterised by low growth in the non-resource sector, mis-
management and high government borrowing. Foreign exchange restrictions,
which were introduced to secure foreign currency holdings, proved to be the
greatest obstacle for national business in the country. When James Marape took
office in 2019, his government took a step towards renegotiating the revenues
from resource projects, which were manifested in the slogan “Take back PNG”.
The extent to which this was a step towards greater state-led development re-
mains doubtful. The greatest success story of the informal economy is considered
to be the sale of food and betel nuts. The crisis seemed to end when the Ukraine
war began in 2022, resulting in high commodity prices.

In summary, the volume argues for a return to equality, including gender
equality, as was intended at the time of independence. In eleven parliaments,
just ten women have succeeded in gaining seats. The partly poor health and
nutritional outcomes should also be a focus of future state policy. The primacy
of politics (called “hyper-politics” in this volume) is criticised; this concerns
the highly localised and never-ending power struggle for seats in parliament,
which functions as a distribution centre for economic rents from mining. From
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here, it is but a short path to an institutional resource curse. Although the cur-
rent situation guarantees that the political system is somewhat stable and that
its collapse is not imminent, it does not support the country’s development.
Other factors include a weak state, weak political parties, failed decentralisation,
high levels of litigiousness and corruption, as well as widespread insecurity due
to high crime rates and weak property rights (in 2016, 0.2 per cent of the total
land area had land ownership titles). The lessons from history are that the
focus on resource extraction has been too great, the challenges have become
more intense, and hope and optimism are misplaced. The authors rightly point
out that the country’s future does not depend on its resource potential, but on
the quality of politics and its institutions.

This book is outstanding, in particular the statistical annex, which is based
on the PNG Economic Database of the Development Policy Centre of ANU
(pngeconomic.devpolicy.org/). In light of state institutions’ lack of data, the
body of data on key economic variables cannot be overestimated. An explana-
tion for the state’s low revenues from resource projects is lacking, however.
Answers would have been appropriate here in light of the fact that it took
three years to prepare the manuscript. The generally growth-oriented analysis
of the economy should be criticised because it largely or completely ignores
domestic forms of economic activity, and beyond that, the entire non-monetary
(informal) sector as well as the social and ecological consequences of mining.
To be sure, the book mentions environmental destruction from mining, but
what does that mean for future generations? In any case, it is impossible to
discern any improvement in waste management from the Ok Tedi Mine, for
example. Consideration of the life circumstances and the poverty of large parts
of the population is lacking as well. Moreover, the concept of class used in the
book is vague. If the “ruling class” consists of politicians and businesspeople,
who is diametrically opposed to it? A class of subsistence producers or the
precariat?

Moreover, there are some evident mistakes. Papua and New Guinea were
by no means unified to a single trust territory in 1946 (p. 4). Only New Guinea
was placed under Australian administration as a United Nations trust territory.
Self-rule did not begin in 1972, either, but in December 1973 (pp. 5 and 42).
It is also vexing that Bernard Narokobi is described as an affluent politician
after the publication of his book The Melanesian Way, with reference to a book
by Deborah Gewertz and Frederick Errington from 1999 (p. 47, fn. 11); this
is unnecessary and detracts from Narokobi’s many achievements. Not only was
Narokobi one of the founding fathers of the constitution; as one of the country’s
intellectuals, he was an early advocate for creating a distinct Melanesian iden-
tity as well as national unity. Rather than engaging in business endeavours, he
actively and extensively participated in societal discourses in institutions (first
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commissioner of the Law Reform Commission), the scientific community, civil
society and the Catholic Church.

These criticisms notwithstanding, the book reviewed here is a thorough and
informative analysis of postcolonial development that belongs in every library
with a collection on Papua New Guinea. Future research needs to focus on the
complex issue of mining, which, as already mentioned, is given insufficient at-
tention in the book with regard to its socio-economic and ecological impacts.

Roland Seib

CeEs J. HAMELINK / DIRK R. EsSINK / MARLIES J. VISSER (EDS), Global Health
and Human Rights. Principles and Practices. New York et al.: Routledge, 2025.
240 pages, 10 illustrations, €38.39 (pb), €140.00 (hb), €35.99 (eBook). ISBN
978-1-0325-0374-5 (pb)

Global Health and Human Rights delivers a comprehensive examination of
global health and healthcare from a human rights perspective, highlighting
how these domains intersect and shape one another. It pays particular attention
to the barriers faced by marginalized individuals, groups and communities in
attaining the highest attainable standard of health. By unpacking the structural
and social challenges that hinder equitable access to care, the authors illumi-
nate the tensions that emerge when attempting to uphold the right to health in
diverse contexts. They underscore that human rights and corresponding obli-
gations are mutually reinforcing, and that a balanced understanding of both is
essential to advancing health equity. Situating health concerns within a con-
temporary historical framework, the book encourages critical reflection on how
the international system can evolve to better fulfill the right to health.
Structured into three sections, the book systematically explores different
dimensions of global health and human rights. The first part establishes a con-
ceptual foundation by linking health to human rights within a global frame-
work. It introduces key ideas such as international human rights law, global
health and the right to health, while also presenting a human rights-based
ethical approach that informs subsequent discussions. Four chapters in this
section provide a detailed exploration of the principles and implications of the
right to health. The second part shifts attention to major themes concerning
inclusion and exclusion, particularly regarding marginalized populations.
Through six chapters in the second part, it analyses how principles such as
autonomy, dignity, equality and security operate in practice. It addresses the
lived experiences of groups including individuals with sexual and reproduc-
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