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How do you impose Western 
democracy on a land of 800 
nations – and with no sense 

of being a single country? How do 
you get people who speak twelve per 
cent of the world’s languages to speak 
with one voice about their own affairs? 
How do you convince the people of 
Papua New Guinea that Western de-
mocracy is such a great idea, anyway, 
when they have been practicing their 
own form of proto-democracy for 
thousands and thousands of years?

These are the key ideas that are ex-
plored in PNG: The Rules of the Game 
(Thom Cookes, 2007).

In the 2002 election, more than sixty 
people died. The 2007 election in July 
seemed set to be even more tumultu-
ous than anything that had gone before.

The film focuses on three candidates 
at the 2007 election, but does so in the 
rich Papua New Guinean social, eco-
nomic, cultural and historical contexts. 

The three candidates are:

•	 Mal	Kela	Smith, the incumbent 
governor of Eastern Highlands 
Province, the hard-swearing former 
Vietnam helicopter pilot who has 
built an air freight empire stretch-
ing from the Pacific to the near 
Middle East and has become seri-
ously rich – and deeply concerned 
about corruption;

•	 Julie	Soso, one of the most pow-
erful land-owning women in the re-
gion, who says the white men have 
failed to govern her country of 800 
nations, and the black men have 
failed, too, so it’s time for women 
to run PNG – women like her;

•	 Jon	Yogiyo, the ‘Coffee Candidate’, 
the local coffee-growing magnate 
who wants to return to the days of 
the village Big Man, and run PNG as 
it was run before the coming of the 
Australian colonialists.

Behind this story is the Civics and 
Citizenship element of an experiment 

in democracy, where the notion of 
‘exporting’ democracy is at the heart 
of current international conflict. It 
touches on the gorgeous ethnographic 
history of first contact, the Big Man 
system, and the culture of ‘wontok’, 
whereby every PNG politician owes 
absolute fealty to his language group.

The film shows that PNG is facing 
huge issues: like AIDS and wholesale 
destruction of the environment by 
multinational logging, mining and oil-
drilling corporations.

Can the 2007 election help PNG face 
these issues?

Curriculum Applicability
PNG: The Rules of the Game will be 
relevant to senior students of:

•	 Politics
•	 Civics	and	Citizenship
•	 English	Issues
•	 Society	and	Environment	

(SOSE/HSIE)
•	 Culture.

Overview
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1 Thinking about 
democracy

You live in a democracy. What are its 
essential features? Look at this list and 
decide if you think they are essential or 
not to your democracy. You may also 
add some other criteria to the table, us-
ing the blank spaces. (See Table 1.)

You have defined your idea of democ-
racy as you understand and value it.

But must all those conditions exist in all 
countries for there to be a democracy?

You are about to look at a documen-
tary that will help you explore this is-
sue. At the end of the film you should 

return to this page and complete it for 
another country. You will receive clear 
instructions on how to do this.

2 Understanding voting 
systems

The film you are about to see contrasts 
the system of ‘first past the post’ voting 

Before Watching The Film

Aspect essentiAl DesirAble but 
not essentiAl

not DesirAble 
or essentiAl

Shared or common language

Shared or common values

One person, one vote

Preferential voting system

Compulsory voting system

Free and fair elections – no bribery or pressure

Secret ballot – nobody to know how you voted unless you want to tell them

Equal rights for all candidates

A view that personal rights are more important than community rights

A view that the nation is more important than the local community

TAblE 1
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with a preferential voting system. What 
are the implications of each?

Look at this ballot paper (Figure 1):

1  Make enough copies to give one to 
each member of your class.

2  Have each class member number 
the colours from 1 to 6 in order of 
favouritism. Make sure every vote 
is valid – that is, every box has a 
number, and all numbers from 1 to 
6 are used.

3  Distribute the votes in six piles, 
looking only at the number 1 votes 
each time. Ignore the other num-
bers.

4  Count the total number of votes for 
each colour.

5  Who wins? Does this colour have 
an overall majority (more than fifty 
per cent of the total votes cast)? If 
all the prizes were to go only to the 
winner, would this be fair?

 This is the first past the post sys-
tem. Your winning colour may have 
been the clear choice. Or it may 

have won the contest with as little 
as one in five of your class actually 
preferring it. List some arguments 
for and against this system as a 
way of choosing a preferred candi-
date in an election.

6 An alternative system is to dis-
tribute preferences. You can do 
this with your existing votes (if no 
colour has more than fifty per cent 
of the total vote). Follow the steps 
in Figure 2 on page 5.

7  The main argument in favour of a 
preferential system is that it does 
not necessarily elect the most 
preferred candidate, but it elects 
the least disliked candidate, and 
therefore satisfies more people 
who vote than other systems do. 
Discuss this idea.

This difference between a first past the 
post system and a preferential system 
is an important idea in the film you are 
about to see. (See Item 3)

FigurE 1

 Blue

 Green

 Pink

 Purple

 Red

 Yellow
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FigurE 2: http://www.pngec.gov.pg/yellow_pages_how_to_vote.pdf 5
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3 Understanding the PNG 
context

Look at the outline of PNG on pages 
7-10.

1  Underline or mark those aspects 
that would have an influence on 
the nature of democracy.

2  Which of these would help promote 
democracy? Place a tick beside 
those marked ones. Which will 

make democracy difficult to achieve 
or develop? Place an X beside 
those marked ones. For example, 
you might underline the statement 
about the diversity of languages. As 
this will make national communica-
tion and education difficult, you 
might place a cross beside it. You 
might underline the part about the 
Constitution and place a tick beside 
it, as it shows that the makers of 
the Constitution are prepared to 

accept the country’s traditions and 
not force a break with them; or you 
might place a cross there, because 
the continuance of particular local 
customs might lessen the develop-
ment of a coherent set of national 
values. Or you might place both a 
tick and a cross there.

See how you go in identifying positive 
and negative influences on the devel-
opment of a democratic system.

6

S
C

R
E

E
N

 E
D

U
C

A
T

IO
N



Overview

PaPua New GuiNea, officially the Independent State of Papua New Guinea, is a country in Oceania, occupying 
the eastern half of the island of New Guinea and numerous offshore islands. The western portion of the island is the 
Indonesian provinces of Papua and West Papua.

It is one of the most diverse countries on Earth, with over 850 indigenous languages and at least as many traditional 
societies, out of a population of just under six million.

It is also one of the most rural, with only eighteen per cent of its people living in urban centres.
The country is also one of the world’s least explored, culturally and geographically, and many undiscovered species of 

plants and animals are thought to exist in the interior of Papua New Guinea.
The majority of the population live in traditional societies and practise subsistence-based agriculture.
These societies and clans have some explicit acknowledgement within the nation’s constitutional framework.
The PNG Constitution (Preamble 5[4]) expresses the wish for traditional villages and communities to remain as viable 

units of Papua New Guinean society, and for active steps to be taken in their preservation.
The country’s geography is similarly diverse and, in places, extremely rugged. A spine of mountains runs the length of the 

island of New Guinea, forming a populous highlands region. Dense rainforests can be found in the lowland and coastal areas. 
This terrain has made it difficult for the country to develop transportation infrastructure. In some areas, planes are the only 
mode of transport.

http://www.adb.org/papuanewguinea/img/map-full.gif
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History
Human remains have been found which have been dated to about 50,000 years ago. These ancient inhabitants probably had 
their origins in Southeast Asia. Agriculture was independently developed in the New Guinea highlands around 9,000 years 
ago, making it one of the few areas of original plant domestication in the world.

A major migration of Austronesian speaking peoples came to coastal regions roughly 2,500 years ago, and this is 
correlated with the introduction of pottery, pigs, and certain fishing techniques.

More recently, some 300 years ago, the sweet potato entered New Guinea having been introduced to the Moluccas from 
South America by the then-locally dominant colonial power, Portugal. The far higher crop yields from sweet potato gardens 
radically transformed traditional agriculture; sweet potato largely supplanted the previous staple, taro, and gave rise to a 
significant increase in population in the highlands.

Little was known in the West about the island until the nineteenth century, although traders from Southeast Asia had been 
visiting New Guinea as long as 5,000 years ago collecting bird of paradise plumes, and European explorers had encountered it 
as early as the sixteenth century.

The northern half of the country came into German hands in 1884 as German New Guinea. During World War One, it 
was occupied by Australia, which had begun administering British New Guinea, the southern part, as the re-named Papua in 
1904 once Britain was assured by the federation of the Australian colonies that Queensland, with its equivocal history of race 
relations, would not have a direct hand in the administration of the territory.

After World War One, Australia was given a mandate to administer the former German New Guinea by the League of 
Nations. Papua, by contrast, was deemed to be an External Territory of the Australian Commonwealth, though as a matter of 
law it remained a British possession, an issue which had significance for the country’s post-Independence legal system after 
1975. This difference in legal status meant that Papua and New Guinea had entirely separate administrations, both controlled 
by Australia.

The two territories were combined into the Territory of Papua and New Guinea after World War Two, which later was 
simply referred to as ‘Papua New Guinea’.

Peaceful independence from Australia, the de facto metropolitan power, occurred on 16 September 1975 and close ties 
remain (Australia remains the largest bilateral aid donor to Papua New Guinea).

A secessionist revolt in 1975–76 on the island of Bougainville resulted in an eleventh-hour modification of the draft 
Constitution of Papua New Guinea to allow for Bougainville and the other eighteen districts of pre-Independence Papua New 
Guinea to have quasi-federal status as provinces. The revolt recurred and claimed 20,000 lives from 1988 until it was resolved 
in 1997. Autonomous Bougainville recently elected Joseph Kabui as president.
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Political
Papua New Guinea is a member of the Commonwealth of Nations and Queen Elizabeth II is the head of state.

The Queen is represented in Papua New Guinea by the Governor-General, currently Sir Paulias Matane. Papua New 
Guinea is unique among commonwealth realms in that the Governor-General is effectively selected by the legislature. In 
many parliamentary democracies within or formerly within the Commonwealth, the non-executive ceremonial president is 
chosen by the executive. This would have been the case in Papua New Guinea had the link with the monarchy been severed at 
independence such that the Governor-General was an autochthonous head of state.

Actual executive power lies with the Prime Minister, who heads the cabinet. The unicameral National Parliament has 
109 seats, of which twenty are occupied by the Governors of the nineteen provinces and the NCD (National Capital District). 
Candidates for members of parliament are voted upon when the Prime Minister calls a national election, a maximum of five 
years after the previous national election.

In the early years of independence, the instability of the party system led to frequent votes of no-confidence in Parliament 
with resulting falls of the government of the day and the need for national elections, in accordance with the conventions of 
parliamentary democracy. In recent years, successive governments have passed legislation preventing such votes sooner than 
eighteen months after a national election. This has arguably resulted in greater stability though, perhaps, at a cost of reducing 
the accountability of the executive branch of government.

Elections in PNG attract large numbers of candidates. After independence in 1975, members were elected by the first past 
the post system, with winners frequently gaining less than fifteen per cent of the vote. Electoral reforms in 2001 introduced 
the Limited Preferential Vote system (LPV), a version of the Alternative Vote. The 2007 general election was the first to be 
conducted using LPV.

Geography
Papua New Guinea is mostly mountainous (highest peak: Mount Wilhelm at 4,509 m; 14,793 ft) and mostly covered with 
tropical rainforest, as well as very large wetland areas surrounding the Sepik and Fly rivers. Papua New Guinea is surrounded 
by coral reefs which are under close watch to preserve them.

The country is situated on the Pacific Ring of Fire, at the point of collision of several tectonic plates. There are a number 
of active volcanoes and eruptions are frequent. Earthquakes are relatively common, sometimes accompanied by tsunamis.

The mainland of the country is the eastern half of New Guinea island, where the largest towns are also located, including 
the capital Port Moresby and Lae; other major islands within Papua New Guinea include New Ireland, New Britain, Manus 
and Bougainville.

Papua New Guinea is one of the few regions close to the equator that experience snowfall, which occurs in the most 
elevated parts of the mainland.

Economy
Papua New Guinea is richly endowed with natural resources, but exploitation has been hampered by rugged terrain, the high 
cost of developing infrastructure, serious law and order problems and the system of land title, which makes identifying the 
owners of land for the purpose of negotiating appropriate agreements problematic.

Agriculture provides a subsistence livelihood for eighty-five per cent of the population. Mineral deposits, including oil, 
copper, and gold, account for seventy-two per cent of export earnings.

Former Prime Minister Sir Mekere Morauta tried to restore integrity to state institutions, stabilize the kina (PNG’s 
currency), restore stability to the national budget, privatize public enterprises where appropriate, and ensure ongoing peace 
on Bougainville following the 1997 agreement which ended Bougainville’s secessionist unrest. The Morauta government had 
considerable success in attracting international support, specifically gaining the backing of the IMF and the World Bank in 
securing development assistance loans.

Significant challenges face the current Prime Minister Sir Michael Somare, including gaining further investor confidence, 
continuing efforts to privatize government assets, and maintaining the support of members of Parliament.

In March 2006, the United Nations Committee for Development Policy called for Papua New Guinea’s designation of 
‘developing country’ to be downgraded to ‘least-developed country’ because of protracted economic and social stagnation.
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Land tenure
Only some three per cent of the land of Papua New Guinea is alienated; it is privately held under ninety-nine year State Lease, 
or it is held by the State.

There is virtually no freehold title; the few existing freeholds are automatically converted to State Lease when they are 
transferred between vendor and purchaser.

Unalienated land is owned under customary title by traditional landowners. The precise nature of the seisin varies from 
one culture to another. Many writers portray land as in the communal ownership of traditional clans; however, closer studies 
usually show that the smallest portions of land whose ownership cannot be further divided are held by the individual heads 
of extended families and their descendants, or their descendants alone if they have recently died. This is a matter of vital 
importance because a problem of economic development is identifying who the membership of customary landowning groups 
is, and thus who the owners are. Disputes between mining and forestry companies and landowner groups often devolve on the 
issue of whether the companies entered into contractual relations for the use of land with the true owners. Customary property 
– usually land – cannot be devised by will; it can only be inherited according to the custom of the deceased’s people.

Demographics
Papua New Guinea is one of, if not the most heterogeneous nations in the world. There are hundreds of ethnic groups 

indigenous to Papua New Guinea, the majority being from the group known as Papuans, whose ancestors arrived in the New 
Guinea region tens of thousands of years ago. The others are Austronesians, their ancestors having arrived in the region less 
than four thousand years ago. There are also numerous people from other parts of the world now resident, including Chinese, 
Europeans, Australians, Filipinos, Polynesians and Micronesians.

Papua New Guinea has more languages than any other country, with over 820 indigenous languages, representing twelve 
per cent of the world’s total. The primary lingua franca of the country is Tok Pisin, in which much of the debate in Parliament 
is conducted, many information campaigns and advertisements are presented, and until recently a national newspaper, Wantok, 
was published. The only area where Tok Pisin is not prevalent is the southern region of Papua, where people often use the 
third official language, Hiri Motu. Although it lies in the Papua region, Port Moresby has a highly diverse population which 
primarily uses Tok Pisin, and to a lesser extent English, with Motu spoken as the indigenous language in outlying villages. 
With an average of only 7000 speakers per language, Papua New Guinea has a greater density of languages than any other 
nation on earth except Vanuatu.

Culture
The culture of Papua New Guinea is multi-faceted and complex. It is estimated that more than a thousand different cultural 
groups exist in PNG. Because of this diversity, many different styles of cultural expression have emerged; each group has 
created its own expressive forms in art, dance, weaponry, costumes, singing, music, architecture and much more.

Most of these different cultural groups have their own language. People typically live in villages that rely on subsistence 
farming. In some areas people hunt and collect wild plants (such as yam roots) to supplement their diets. Those who become 
skilled at hunting, farming and fishing earn a great deal of respect.

Transport in Papua New Guinea is heavily limited by the country’s mountainous terrain. Port Moresby is not linked by 
road to any of the other major towns and many remote villages can only be reached by light aircraft or on foot. As a result, air 
travel is the single most important form of transport. Papua New Guinea has 578 airstrips, with 557 of them being unpaved.

Extracts from Wikipedia entry on Papua New Guinea at <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papua_New_Guinea>.

10

S
C

R
E

E
N

 E
D

U
C

A
T

IO
N



1  What had happened in the 2002 
election?

2  What reforms were introduced to 
try to overcome the 2002 prob-
lems?

3  How would these reforms work?
4  What are the key features of PNG 

society that make it difficult for a 
democratic election to be held?

5  Look at the three candidates, Mal 
Kela Smith, Julie Soso and Jon Yo-
giyo. Identify the main qualities of 
each, their key interests or support 

base, the main problems or limita-
tions of their campaigns, and their 
campaign styles. Summarize these 
in a table like Table 2 (below).

6  If you had to choose one, which 
would you choose? Why?

7  Do you think the filmmaker gives 
a fair and equal portrait of each? 
Explain your reasons.

8  What was the outcome of the elec-
tion? How well did the proposed 
changes contribute to its success?

9  Do you think the election was an 

example of a democratic system 
successfully at work?

10  Go back to the original activity. 
Mark these features again, but this 
time as a resident of PNG might 
see them. Use a different colour for 
this. Now compare your definition 
of the elements of a democracy for 
Australia and PNG. If they are the 
same, why? If they are different, 
why?

11  Do you think PNG has a successful 
democratic system?

TAblE 2

Aspect MAl KelA sMith Julie soso Jon YogiYo

Personal 
qualities

interests / 
support

Campaign 
problems / 
limitations

Campaign 
styles

Exploring Ideas And Issues In The Film
now looK At PNG: The Rules of The Game AnD Answer these questions:
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12  Prime Minister Michael Somare 
has said, that it is Western arro-
gance to complain of lawlessness: 
‘One man’s corruption is another 
man’s culture.’ Do you agree that 
the definition of democracy has to 
change to meet local conditions in 
different countries? Or is there only 
one definition or set of criteria for a 
democracy? Explain your reasons.

13  Design a brochure for use in Papua 
New Guinea that explains the vot-
ing system, and which encourages 
some positive democratic practic-
es during elections, while discour-
aging others that are negative.

You can compare yours with those 
actually produced: see <http//www.
pngec.gov.pg/unaccptable_behavior_ 
poster_english.pdf> and <http://www.
pngec.gov.pg/accptable_behav-
ior_poster_english.pdf> (shown on 
page 13).

Film Studies

14  The filmmakers use many elements 
to create their representation of 
their subject. Look at the list below 
of some of the elements that are 
used in a documentary film (See 
Table 3). Beside each, discuss how 

each contributes to the work, and 
whether you think each is success-
fully and well used in this film. Use 
specific examples to support your 
ideas. For example, you may point 
out the rapid editing sequence at 
the start of the film, and the im-
ages and impressions created, and 
how this sets up an important idea 
in the film.

You may want to add more elements 
to this list.

TAblE 3

eleMents of A 
DocuMentArY filM

contribution of eAch to PNG: The Rules of The Game

Narration

interviews

Historic footage

Editing

Sound effects

Music

locations

Focus on individual 
candidates
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PNG: The Rules of the Game

Producers: John Lewis, Dennis K. Smith 
Director: Thom Cookes 

Writers: Thom Cookes and Chris Owen

This study guide was produced by ATOM (©ATOM) 
editor@atom.org.au 

For more information on ScReeN educaTioN 
magazine, or to download other free study guides,  

visit <http://www.metromagazine.com.au>.
For hundreds of articles on Film as Text, Screen 

Literacy, Multiliteracy and Media Studies,  
visit <http://www.theeducationshop.com.au>.

Notice: An educational institution may make copies of all or part of this study guide, provided that it 
only makes and uses copies as reasonably required for its own educational, non-commercial, classroom 

purposes and does not sell or lend such copies.
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