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BOOK AND MEDIA REVIEWS

Wantok Meri. Documentary film, 50
minutes, color, 2018. Directed by Peter
Warren; produced by Richard Savage.
Distributed by Meadow Media.

In contemporary Papua New Guinea,
rural women still carry the majority
of the daily load, literally and figura-
tively. The traditional division of labor
prevails across great swaths of the
country, regardless of social structure
and location. That is to say, both
urban and rural women, whether from
matrilineal, patrilineal, or cognatic
societies, are expected to cook, look
after children, clean the house and do
laundry, manage the finances, and so
forth, while men, who formerly had
political and military responsibilities
in the wider community, struggle to
make their way in modernity. At the
same time, since Papua New Guinea
became independent of Australia in
1975, the nation has slowly become
more stratified, roughly between a
middle-class, an urban working- and
under-class, and subsistence-based
villagers, who have also begun to
show inequalities in various kinds of
capital accumulation. However, strati-
fication in urban settings is gendered
in ways that are surprising and novel,
given the cultural background of the
country. The middle class, in other
words, includes both men and women.

Among the many great accomplish-
ments of Wantok Meri, Peter Warren
and Richard Savage’s fascinating new
documentary, is how it portrays and
gives voice to a stratified selection
of Papua New Guinean women who
live, for the most part, in and around
Goroka town in the Eastern Highlands
and in the coastal city of Lae.

As the film begins, we see expan-
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sive images of dense forests and men
dancing in full regalia. Meanwhile, in
voice-overs spoken in English, middle-
class women attest to the beauty and
great natural wealth of the country, as
well as to its tribal diversity. Calling
for change in terms of gender roles,
they also bitterly protest that men
spend too much time on their mobile
phones and fail to take responsibility
for their wives and children. We see
men sitting idly or playing darts while
women sell crafts or hike across town
to fill containers with water from a
spring. The government fails to pro-
vide basic services, a businesswoman
complains, to under- and working-
class people in both urban and rural
settings.

A cock crows, and in a pre-dawn
scene set within a family’s house in
the Highlands, a woman named Betty
lights kindling to start cooking break-
fast for two school-age kids whom
she encourages in Tok Pisin to wake
up. Her husband, Nelson, appears,
apparently having slept elsewhere, and
orders his wife to go to their garden
to fetch sweet potatoes to cook for
the children. After the family sips
their tea, Betty takes the kids and
goes off to harvest carrots, a big bag
full of which she hauls home on her
back, and then onto a bus to go sell
in the town market. Later in the day,
she returns home to prepare dinner
for about five or so children and her
husband. A daughter blesses the meal.
Betty allows to the camera that she
has to work hard, buying food, paying
bills, and saving for school fees. But,
she adds, the family is a happy one.

Images of urban modernity trudge
across the screen: We see campaign
posters from the 2017 national elec-
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tions, big trade stores, and crowded
streets through which pedestrians,
trucks, and buses plod along. Men
vend betel nuts from street corners
or, not having enough money to

buy lunch, politely try to haggle for

a cheaper price. Men are also seen
lining up to sell big, white bags full
of coffee beans—or aimlessly bike
around town. As women make their
ways with toddlers or other loads

on their backs, we hear from Sarah
Haoda Todd, who owns a cleaning
company, a restaurant, and a salon in
Lae town and employs two hundred
women. Todd, together with several
other insightful middle-class women—
a school inspector, a handicrafts
manager who is also a manager of a
Goroka hotel, a pediatric nurse, and
a police woman in Goroka, among
others—narrate the movie. Reflecting
on the causes of domestic violence;
denouncing the disrespectful attitudes
of husbands, which one woman
assesses to be worse than being HIV-
positive; and bemoaning the sorcery
accusations by which women are
slandered, not to mention the security
problems that threaten them as they
walk or ride the bus, these voices
express a wide-ranging critique of the
position of women in modern Papua
New Guinea.

But we also see middle-class women
reaching out to try to help the country
in general and its women in particular.
Advocating for (male) leaders at
the national level to become more
law abiding and transparent in their
allocation of money, Loujaya Kouza
stood in the 2017 parliamentary elec-
tions, and we see her campaigning in
villages (although she did not win).

A middle-class policewoman lends an
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ear to women dealing with domestic
violence and the challenges entailed in
plural marriages. A businesswoman
runs a crafts company that employs
HIV-positive women who weave net
bags to sell. As a bookend to the early
morning scene of Betty’s rural family,
we see Sarah Todd gently instructing
a restaurant employee (in English) on
the value of “customer service.” We
also hear how much these middle-
class women love their country and
have positive views of and hopes for
its future—a future they feel they
should model both as mothers who
teach children village values and in
their roles as entrepreneurs and in
civil society.

Like Papua New Guinea itself,
Wantok Meri is visually engaging. At
the same time, the movie succeeds as
a captivating portrayal of women’s
ambiguous position in contemporary
Papua New Guinea that does not
reduce their roles in society to either
victimization or moral heroism. By
doing so, the film also sheds light on
the complicated relationship between
class and gender in this developing
country, a relationship that is neither
bounded nor exclusive but instead
overlapping. It will be a very useful
addition to several sorts of undergrad-
uate-level courses, including classes
on gender, comparative stratifica-
tion, social change, the contemporary
Pacific, and introductory cultural
anthropology.

DAVID LIPSET
University of Minnesota
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