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AHR Forum
The Pacific

MATT K. MATSUDA

IN THINKING OF SEAS AND OCEANS, Fernand Braudel famously illuminated his Med-
iterranean by imagining multiple civilizations joined by trade and cultural exchange;
his Annales approach of a longue durée built upon archaeological and ecological
evidence shaped a brilliant chronicle of kingdoms and powers. Yet as he noted of
his subject itself, the Mediterranean was not even a single sea, but rather “a complex
of seas, and the seas are broken up by islands, a tempest of peninsulas ringed by
insistent coastlines.”1 To establish the project, he knew, “the question of boundaries
is the first to be encountered.”

Defining the “Pacific” is an equally daunting challenge. As Robert Borofsky has
posited, “We need to remember that the field’s self-defined area of study—the ‘Pa-
cific’—is a constructed artifact of the discipline. Why, for example, should Pacific
historians study large Pacific islands such as New Zealand and New Guinea but ig-
nore the Philippines and Indonesia?” He also ponders the inclusion or exclusion of
Australia in multiple accounts and points out the constructedness of Pacific desig-
nations: “For those living in Hawai�i, the ‘Pacific’ refers to the islands lying within
‘Melanesia,’ ’Polynesia,’ and ‘Micronesia’ (constructed categories themselves). For
others on the West Coast of the United States, the ‘Pacific’ usually includes the
Pacific rim—China, Japan, and Korea.”2

Such multiplicities evoke the question, What, where, and when is “Pacific history”?
How can a subject be constituted? The what of the “Pacific” can first be reckoned
through its cultural imaginary, for which there are multiple claims made upon its
unique attributions: tales of “cargo cults,” atoll-centered nuclear testing, hula, kava,
taro; the Samoan tatau, the voyages of Cook and Bougainville, cannibals and natives,
blue lagoons; trading and exchange networks: kula, sandalwood, copra, tea, bêche-
de-mer, Toyotas; Japanese capital, California, Tahiti; the Maori haka; the Treaty of
Waitangi; whaling and blackbirding; coral reefs. It is a multilocal space marked by
nominatives of conflict: Guadalcanal, Iwo Jima, the Pali, Fatuaua, the mutiny on the
Bounty, 1878 in New Caledonia, 1893 in Honolulu, nuclear testing in the Marshalls
and Moruroa, Fiji coups, struggles in the Solomon Islands.3

1 Ferdinand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, trans.
Siân Reynolds, 2 vols. (New York, 1972), 1: 224, 17.

2 Robert Borofsky, ed., Remembrance of Pacific Pasts: An Invitation to Remake History (Honolulu,
2000), 25; see also his unpublished essay “Need the Pacific Always Be So Pacific?” (2003–2004). Note
discussions of “Pacific as Concept and Fantasy,” “The Political Economy of the Pacific,” and “Pacific
Social and Cultural Formations” in Arif Dirlik, ed., What Is in a Rim? Critical Perspectives on the Pacific
Region Idea (Lanham, Md., 1998).

3 For this approach, see Rob Wilson and Arif Dirlik, “Introduction,” in Wilson and Dirlik, Asia/
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The where of these moments and lives in the Pacific is the enormous water world
covering one-third of the Earth’s surface, framed by continents, joined by islands.
It is a geography distinguished by a famous fluid distinction between north and south.
The south is the realm of Herman Melville’s Typee, Paul Gauguin’s paintings, Rodg-
ers and Hammerstein’s South Pacific ; of writers Albert Wendt and Patricia Grace
and stories of cultural collision, nationalist revolution, and coups. The north is the
theater of East Asia, of labor migrations and capital flows to and from Japan and
China and Hawai�i and the Philippines.4

To even begin to suggest history drawn from such a complex set of boundaries,
nested temporalities, and geographies requires focus. The approach here is to un-
derscore small islands, large seas, and multiple transits—not to concentrate on the
continental and economic “Rim” powers of East and Southeast Asia and the Amer-
icas to define the Pacific, but to propose an oceanic history much more located in
thinking outward from Islanders and local cultures. Such a “Pacific” has specific
markers: it is heavily invested in anthropological methodologies and histories tightly
linked to issues of political sovereignty and cultural preservation. Such histories ex-
plore “native knowledge,” and confront Euro-American narratives of discovery, ad-
venture, and romance, while grappling with real implications of trade, migration, and
empire. Much of the work is about constitutions of historical knowledge that are not
academic (although they are increasingly becoming so) and about the highlighting
of interdisciplinary categories—archaeological reconstructions, oral tales and dance,
studies of epidemic disease, research on leisure and tourism, and ecological and
oceanographic modeling.5

THE PACIFIC IS NOT LACKING in grand conceptual vocabularies. As Braudel framed the
Mediterranean as a complex of maritime civilizations and Paul Gilroy cogently ar-
ticulated the diasporic logic of a Black Atlantic, so the “Pacific” has been historically
reimagined many times: from an ancient Polynesian and early modern Magellanic
space of transit, to an Enlightenment theater of sensual paradise, to a strategic grid
of labor movements and military “island-hopping,” to a capitalist basin, the key to

Pacific as Space of Cultural Production (Durham, N.C., 1995). Thanks to David Hanlon for suggestions
on cultural imaginary; Paul Sharrad, “Imagining the Pacific,” Meanjin 49, no. 4 (1990): 597–606; Stewart
Firth, “Future Directions for Pacific Studies,” The Contemporary Pacific 15, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 139–148;
also Rod Edmond and Vanessa Smith, eds., Island, Histories and Representations (New York, 2003).

4 Vilsoni Hereniko, “Representations of Cultural Identities,” in Hereniko and Rob Wilson, eds.,
Inside Out: Literature, Cultural Politics, and Identity in the New Pacific (Oxford, 1994), 137–166; Margaret
Jolly, “From Point Venus to Bali Ha�i: Eroticism and Exoticism in Representations of the Pacific,” in
Lenore Manderson and Margaret Jolly, eds., Sites of Desire, Economies of Pleasure: Sexualities in Asia
and the Pacific (Chicago, 1997), 99–122; Joel Robbins and Holly Wardlow, eds., The Making of Global
and Local Modernities in Melanesia: Humiliation, Transformation, and the Nature of Cultural Change
(London, 2005).

5 Doug Munro and Brij V. Lal, eds., Texts and Contexts: Reflections in Pacific Islands Historiography
(Honolulu, 2005); Terence Wesley-Smith, “Rethinking Pacific Islands Studies,” Pacific Studies 18, no.
2 (1995): 115–137; Stewart Firth, “Future Directions for Pacific Studies,” The Contemporary Pacific 15,
no. 1 (Spring 2003): 139–148; Neil Gunson, “An Introduction to Pacific History,” in Brij V. Lal, ed.,
Pacific Islands History: Journeys and Transformations (Canberra, 1992), 1–13; Nicholas Thomas,
“Melanesians and Polynesians: Ethnic Typifications Inside and Outside Anthropology,” in Thomas, In
Oceania: Visions, Artifacts, Histories (Durham, N.C., 1997), 133–155; Doug Munro, ed., Reflections on
Pacific Island Historiography, Special Issue, Journal of Pacific Studies 20 (1996).
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a Pacific Century of emerging wealth and “globalization” at the end of the last mil-
lennium.6 Many of these grand narratives are framed by histories of Southeast Asia
and peninsular peoples of Malaysia and Indonesia; more are anchored in Australia,
New Zealand, and Papua New Guinea, connected by movements of peoples and
goods from the coasts of North and South America.7

Speaking in 1917 as the former president of the American Historical Association,
Theodore Roosevelt asserted his faith in the Pacific as part of a new twentieth-
century frontier, underscoring his role in securing the rights to the Panama Canal.
Other academics declaimed upon the Philippines, China, Mexico, Japan, Australia,
and New Zealand as part of a “Pacific Era,” enthusing, “the history of the Pacific
Ocean is a chapter in the history of civilization,” while establishing that “it was re-
served for European peoples to traverse those wastes of water and to establish reg-
ular communications.”8 The Pacific was the global future, although one to be in-
stigated from Europe and America; Asia and Oceania were presumed to be trapped
along distant shores and landfalls, limited and circumscribed by an expanse under-
standable only as barrier—those “wastes of water.”

Perhaps the most resonant challenge to such imperial tales of isolation, help-
lessness, and dependency has been the commentary surrounding Tongan writer and
scholar Epeli Hau�ofa’s “Our Sea of Islands,” which directly reversed the notion of
“wastes” and emptiness of water and reimagined them as oceanic transits. Drawing
on centuries of Pacific-wide navigation and settlement, Hau�ofa was moved to con-
front notions that Pacific Islanders were fated by vast oceanic barriers to inhabit
small, isolated, marginal countries. He began to imagine “isolation” not as geo-
graphic, but as historical—a narration imposed by continental and colonial assump-
tions. “Oceania,” on the contrary, was tied to ancestors, kin, and culture from Ant-
arctica to the North Pacific, a realm of wide-ranging seafaring peoples intimately tied
both to the sea and to each other. The “belittlement” of possible Pacific histories
had created historiographical closure on lived pasts, such that “Oceania has no his-
tory before imperialism, only what is called ‘prehistory.’ ”9

Against this notion, Hau�ofa proposed a “Sea of Islands” and a resonant response
to the “when” of Pacific histories: newly imagined chronicles rooted in ancient leg-

6 Anthony McGrew and Christopher Brook, eds., Asia-Pacific in the New World Order (London,
1998); Te�o I. J. Fairbairn, Charles E. Morrison, Richard W. Baker, and Sheree A. Groves, The Pacific
Islands: Politics, Economics, and International Relations (Honolulu, 1991); Stephen Henningham, The
Pacific Island States: Security and Sovereignty in the Post–Cold War World (New York, 1995); Roger C.
Thompson, The Pacific Basin since 1945: A History of the Foreign Relations of the Asian, Australasian and
American Rim States and the Pacific Islands (London, 1994); Roger Bell, Tim McDonald, and Alan
Tidwell, eds., Negotiating the Pacific Century: The “New” Asia, the United States and Australia (Sydney,
1996); Mark Borthwick, Pacific Century: The Emergence of Modern Pacific Asia (Boulder, Colo., 1992);
George Boughton and Paul Leary, eds., A Time of Change: Relations between the United States and American
Samoa, Guam, the Northern Marianas, Puerto Rico and the United States Virgin Islands (Mangilao, 1994).

7 Douglas L. Oliver, Oceania: The Native Cultures of Australia and the Pacific Islands (Honolulu,
1989); Brij V. Lal and Kate Fortune, The Pacific Islands: An Encyclopedia (Honolulu, 2000).

8 H. Morse Stephens and Herbert Bolton, eds., The Pacific Ocean in History: Papers and Addresses
Presented at the Panama-Pacific Historical Congress, Held at San Francisco, Berkeley and Palo Alto, Cal-
ifornia, July 19–23, 1915 (New York, 1917), 23–24.

9 Epeli Hau�ofa, “Our Sea of Islands,” The Contemporary Pacific 6, no. 1 (1994): 148–161; for ex-
tended commentaries, see Eric Waddell, Vijay Naidu, and Epeli Hau�ofa, eds., A New Oceania: Redis-
covering Our Sea of Islands (Suva, 1994); also Hau�ofa, “The Ocean in Us,” The Contemporary Pacific
10, no. 2 (1998): 392–409; Hau�ofa, “Epilogue: Pasts to Remember,” in Borofsky, Remembrance of Pacific
Pasts, 453–471.
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acies tied to contemporary destinies, from Polynesian navigators piloting outrigger
canoes by the stars, to Cook Islanders flying into Auckland, Samoans or Maori find-
ing heritage in Los Angeles, New York, or London, or communities driven by global
economics and cultural connections. The logic of thinking the Pacific as an ocean-
based history engages such attempts to restore movements and autonomies—mi-
grations and navigation of island peoples engaged in cross-cultural contacts, shifting
social organizations, and ethnic diasporas. These, in turn, inform articulations of a
“Pacific Way” and an “Oceanic” vision to match “Pacific Rim” and South Seas “par-
adise” narrations as historical possibilities.10

Academically, these projects are the domains of multiple specialties. Major jour-
nals divide the workload in Pacific studies—Oceania is largely concerned with an-
thropological theory and practice. Pacific Studies focuses significantly on culture,
linguistics, and archaeology, an emphasis shared with The Journal of the Polynesian
Society, whose title responds to the convention of culture zones. Pacific Affairs is an
international journal of politics and economics, and greatly favors the “Rim” ap-
proach to the region, being principally concerned with the United States, China,
Korea, Japan, and Southeast Asia. The New Zealand Journal of History, The Journal
of Pacific History, and The Contemporary Pacific are historically and discursively root-
ed; focused on academic research, they are heavily invested in cultural criticism,
ethnographic studies, and histories often concerned with “local” meanings, island
events, topical political reviews, and issues-oriented forums. Many contributors are
from the best-known scholarly research centers and universities in Australia,
Aotearoa New Zealand, Fiji, and Hawai�i.

An Oceanic approach to Pacific history suggests cross-talk between many of these
constituencies: Pacific Islands historians and anthropologists who claim mono-
graphic expertise in specific island groups such as the Solomons, Fiji, Tonga, Tahiti,
or Hawai�i; “Rim” specialists who are dedicated to the study of policy issues and
political-economic transfers of wealth and labor; Asian and American scholars
whose concentration is the specificities of culture and politics in Japan, China, and
Korea where mutual influences overlap in the Philippines, Indonesia, and Malaysia;
and specialists in Southeast Asia doing sophisticated work on the “Sulu Zone,” the
Celebes Sea, and the Malay Archipelago.11

Oceanic histories emphasize movements and interconnections rather than area-

10 Cathy A. Small, Voyages: From Tongan Villages to American Suburbs (Ithaca, N.Y., 1997); Craig
R. Janes, “From Village to City: Samoan Migration to California,” in Janes, Migration, Social Change,
and Health: A Samoan Community in Urban California (Stanford, Calif., 1990), 21–43; J. Kehaulani
Kauanui, “Off-Island Hawaiians ‘Making’ Ourselves at ‘Home’: A [Gendered] Contradiction in Terms?”
in Kalpana Ram and J. Kehaulani Kauanui, guest eds., Migrating Feminisms: The Asia/Pacific Region
(New York, 1999), 681–693; Melani Anae, “Papalagi Redefined: Towards a New Zealand-Born Samoan
Identity,” in Paul Spickard, Joanne L. Rondilla, and Debbie Hippolite Wright, eds., Pacific Diaspora:
Island Peoples in the United States and across the Pacific (Honolulu, 2002); George E. Marcus, “Tonga’s
Contemporary Globalizing Strategies: Trading on Sovereignty amidst International Migration,” in Vic-
toria S. Lockwood, Thomas G. Harding, and Ben J. Wallace, eds., Contemporary Pacific Societies: Studies
in Development and Change (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1993), 21–33; K. James, “Migration and Remit-
tances: A Tongan Village Perspective,” Pacific Viewpoint 32, no. 1 (1991): 1–23; C. Macpherson, “Public
and Private Views of Home: Will Western Samoan Migrants Return?” Pacific Viewpoint 26, no. 1 (1985):
242–262; Grant McCall and John Connell, eds., A World Perspective on Pacific Islander Migration: Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, and the USA (Kensington, 1993); Albert Wendt, Sons for the Return Home (1973;
repr., Honolulu, 1996).

11 James Francis Warren, The Sulu Zone, the World Capitalist Economy and the Historical Imagination
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studies distinctions; waterways and transits take on an active character, although this
should not suggest a wholly seaborne or maritime focus. Some scholars have argued
that an ocean-based approach to the Pacific misreads the many land-bounded peo-
ples of New Guinea, or the Kanak of New Caledonia, for whom terra is as defining
as water, if not more so. Many questions of production, politics, and culture—as
Donald Denoon, Brij V. Lal, and Lilikala� Kame�eleihiwa have pointed out for ter-
ritories as diverse as Papua New Guinea, Fiji, and Hawai�i—are based upon com-
munal land tenure, adaptations to plantation economies, and agricultural and private
property questions.12 Pacific inhabitants in this instance are connected by overland
trading networks and can be peoples who rarely see the open ocean. Such is the case
when some Australian Aboriginal peoples—dryland “bush” cultures—are claimed
as folk of tidal and fishing life in the Torres Straits between the Northern Territories
and Indonesia. The logic of an “ocean-based” history is that of both land and sea—
“saltwater people” working histories and traveling with “saltwater feet.”13 This reck-
ons with a littoral approach, conceptualizing Pacific worlds through linkages of in-
termediate environments from beaches and coastlines to villages, ports, and harbors.

An Oceanic history of the Pacific is very much a zone where tidal and maritime
metaphors are appropriate as great confluences and individual vessels meet. His-
tories from European worlds come in contact with those of Islanders, Asians, and
peoples from the Americas. David Chappell’s studies of Oceanic voyagers on Euro-
American ships neatly complicate the “Pacific” as simply—or principally—what Fer-
dinand de Magellan and Vasco Nuñez de Balboa claimed as the Great Southern and
Pacific oceans. It was a place of origins and transit and a source of life; Arab traders,
Indian Ocean merchants, and Portuguese caravels plied waters and crossed regions
populated for millennia by peoples from Asia settling through Austronesia and out-
ward. By emphasizing mixed crews of voyagers, such work resituates “discoveries”
as already diverse encounters between allies, enemies, and Europeans, Asians, Af-
ricans, and Islanders.14

The imaginative of a “Pacific” rooted in the notion of a “distant” ocean is logically
Atlantic in inspiration, and has much to do with what Euro-American histories have

(Amsterdam, 1998); Eric Tagliacozzo, Secret Trades, Porous Borders: Smuggling and States along the
Southeast Asian Frontier, 1865–1915 (New Haven, Conn., 2005).

12 Donald Denoon, A Trial Separation: Australia and the Decolonisation of Papua New Guinea (Can-
berra, 2005); Brij V. Lal, Broken Waves: A History of the Fiji Islands in the Twentieth Century (Honolulu,
1992); Lilikala� Kame�eleihiwa, Native Land and Foreign Desires: How Shall We Live in Harmony? (Ho-
nolulu, 1992); also Jonathan Kamakawiwo�ole Osorio, Dismembering Lahui: A History of the Hawaiian
Nation to 1887 (Honolulu, 2002); Ron Crocombe and Malama Meleisea, eds., Land Issues in the Pacific
(Suva, 1994); David W. Gegeo, “Cultural Rupture and Indigeneity: The Challenge of (Re)visioning
‘Place’ in the Pacific,” The Contemporary Pacific 13, no. 2 (Fall 2002): 491–507.

13 John Cordell, A Sea of Small Boats (Cambridge, Mass., 1989); Cordell, “Indigenous Peoples Coast-
al-Narrative Domains: Some Matters of Cultural Documentation,” in Turning the Tide: Conference on
Indigenous Peoples and Sea Rights, 14 July–16 July 1993—Selected Papers (Darwin, 1993); Sue Jackson,
“The Water Is Not Empty: Cross-Cultural Issues in Conceptualising Sea-Space,” Australian Geographer
26, no. 1 (1995): 87–96; Sharp, Saltwater People: The Waves of Memory (Crow’s Nest, 2002); Gary D.
Meyers, Malcolm O’Dell, et al., eds., A Sea Change in Land Rights Law: The Extension of Native Title
to Australia’s Offshore Areas (Canberra, 1996).

14 David A. Chappell, Double Ghosts: Oceanian Voyagers on Euroamerican Ships (New York, 1997);
Chappell, “Secret Sharers: Indigenous Beachcombers in the Pacific Islands,” Pacific Studies 17, no. 2
(1994): 1–22; K. R. Howe, The Quest for Origins: Who First Discovered and Settled the Pacific Islands?
(Honolulu, 2003).
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supposed as the ocean’s vast navigational challenges. It would be incorrect to suggest
that this resulted from any “lateness” in navigational mastery over the Pacific relative
to other great maritime realms. That mastery simply came from Asian seafarers, and
especially Polynesian navigators, whose talents for open-ocean travel predated Eu-
ropean transits.15 The power of naming the “Pacific” has been that of creating in-
tellectual cohesion by imposing an encompassing European vision of water on Pa-
lauan atolls, the Japanese Nan’yo (South Seas), or the moana and marae of the Maori
and the Hawaiians. About hundreds of Oceanic voyaging generations, Deryck Scarr
has suggested, “If anything like a general name for the ocean ever, improbably, ex-
isted among them, it has not survived, and perhaps would not be recoverable.”16 Yet
“the Pacific” was not a notion lacking in islander thinking; it simply had other names
and supposed other destinies—not of discovery, but of return.

Much of the scholarly work in this area has been done by ethnobotanists, his-
torical linguists, and marine archaeologists, tracing Lapita pottery and seed crops to
join the common cultural ancestries of the Maori in Aotearoa New Zealand with an
ancestral homeland of “Hawaiki.”17 In reverse, the search by other Polynesians for
Aotearoa—“the land of the long white cloud”—suggests an extraordinarily large
“Pacific” diaspora stretching from the northern tropics of Hawai�i to the Maori edge
of Antarctica. The “Pacific” was a territory of distance, but not of outward adventure,
discovery, or mystery in the sense of European exploration narratives. It was more
a path of currents to return to an ancestral place. In this regard, an Oceanic Pacific
is a vast notion, one for which the world was huge, incorporating originary con-
nections to both the heavens and the underworld.

These are narrations relatively little known against a Pacific constituted in Euro-
American scholarship by the Columbian and post-Columbian voyages of adventure
and empire undertaken by the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spanish, Portu-
guese, and Dutch whose legacies shaped Indonesia, the Philippines, and Malaysia,
and the subsequent charting and mapping of the South Seas during brilliant scientific
missions by James Cook, Georges Vancouver, and others in the European Age of
Enlightenment. The eighteenth-century moment of scientific transit, royal prestige,
and encounters with “unexpected” places overlay the earlier mercantile empires
seeking the wealth and civilizations of the Orient, and later provided much of the
cultural “Romance of the South Seas.”

This romance became the nostalgic counterpoint to merely commercial histories
or tales of the barbarous Antipodes where English and French prisoners were sent
to Australia and New Caledonia. As a result of the nineteenth-century coming of the
French, British, and German empires, joined by the Japanese and Americans, Asian
maritime voyages and the extensive migration and trading networks around the en-
tire region of today’s Micronesia, Melanesia, and Polynesia were gradually closed out

15 Vicente M. Diaz, Sacred Vessels: Navigating Tradition and Identity in Micronesia (videorecording)
(Guam, 1997); Ben R. Finney, From Sea to Space (Palmerston North, 1992); David Woodward and G.
Malcolm Lewis, eds., History of Cartography: Cartography in Traditional African, American, Arctic, Aus-
tralian, and Pacific Societies (Chicago, 1998), especially Finney, “Nautical Cartography and Traditional
Navigation in the Pacific Basin,” 419, passim; David Lewis, We, the Navigators: The Ancient Art of Land-
finding in the Pacific (Honolulu, 1994).

16 Deryck Scarr, A History of the Pacific Islands: Passages through Tropical Time (Richmond, 2001);
also Scarr, The History of the Pacific Islands: Kingdoms of the Reefs (South Melbourne, 1990).

17 Ian Lilley, ed., Archaeology of Oceania: Australia and the Pacific Islands (London, 2006).
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and cut off through the imposition of colonial territories, exclusive zones, and stra-
tegic transits. These narrative elements of empire were emplotted in “lost world”
literary and artistic romances issuing from Bougainville in the thrall of Rousseau,
given substance by tales of paradise and possibilities by histories such as that of the
Bounty, reinvented as vanishing cultures with Melville and Stevenson and Pierre
Loti, and immortalized as sensual melancholy for much of the world by Paul Gauguin
in Tahiti and the Marquesas.18

YET PACIFIC HISTORIES, UNDER DIFFERENT NAMES, were maintained and transmitted
through ritual, image, dance, and oral tradition. Many of these have been studied
in detail: the Trobriands kula and the “gift”; the Kanak-engraved bamboo in New
Caledonia; the royal ali�i genealogies in Hawai�i; Pukapukan tales; Marshallese and
Palauan canoe culture.19 Such subjects, of “anthropological” interest, have only fit-
fully become categorical forms of historical knowledge production. Initially taken as
closed systems of signification reinforcing “timelessness” and “isolation”—thus sta-
sis and impoverishment—they were not recognized for the qualities of narrative
continuity and temporal transformation that historians underscore. As Jocelyn Lin-
nekin put it, “A striking feature of Western scholarship in the Pacific Islands is the
dominance of Anthropology since the late nineteenth century,” a discipline that “em-
phasized the structured, routine aspects of events such as market transactions and
ritual performances. They discovered history as a theoretical problem in the 1980s—
when historians were extending their own gaze beyond particular sequences of
events.”20 The confluence of temporal and cultural analysis has been critical for
Pacific histories; neither is resonant without the other. For academics, “historical”
engagement with the Pacific broke from the colonial narrative by drawing on historicized
anthropological models and collaboration with many of the humanities and human
sciences, including archaeology, linguistics, literature, and performance studies.

The “formal” institutional historiography of Pacific history is conventionally
traced to the inauguration of the first chair in “Pacific History” at the Australian
National University by James Davidson in 1954.21 This self-declared new history,
famously “centered not in Downing Street but in the islands,” was a project shaped
by “the general postwar spirit of decolonization” and organized around an attempt
to combat a literature dating from the nineteenth century that was familiar to stu-

18 Bernard Smith, European Vision and the South Pacific, 1768–1850: A Study in the History of Art and
Ideas, 3rd ed. (Melbourne, 1989); for the French case, see John Dunmore, Visions and Realities: France
in the Pacific, 1695–1995 (Waikanae, 1997); Patricia Grimshaw and Helen Morton, “Paradoxes of the
Colonial Male Gaze: European Men and Maori Women,” in Emma Greenwood, Klaus Neumann, and
Andrew Sartori, eds., Work in Flux (Parkville, 1995), 144–158.

19 Robert Borofsky, Making History: Pukapukan and Anthropological Constructions of Knowledge
(New York, 1987).

20 Jocelyn Linnekin, “Contending Approaches,” in Donald Denoon with Stewart Firth, Jocelyn Lin-
nekin, Malama Meleisea, and Karen Nero, eds., The Cambridge History of the Pacific Islanders (Cam-
bridge, 1997); John Comaroff and Jean Comaroff, Ethnography and the Historical Imagination (Boulder,
Colo., 1992); Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York, 1983).

21 J. W. Davidson, The Study of Pacific History: An Inaugural Lecture Delivered at Canberra on 25
November 1954 (Canberra, 1955), reprinted as “Problems of Pacific History,” The Journal of Pacific
History 1 (1966): 5–21. Also David Routledge, “Pacific History as Seen from the Pacific Islands,” Pacific
Studies 8, no. 2 (1985): 81–99.
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dents of “native” populations the world over: resigned and irresponsible tales of
extinction of local peoples, inexorable loss and corruption of innocence and culture
in an evolutionary and nostalgic model, and a focus on the fraught perils of “civi-
lization.”22

This internal reimagining of Pacific histories developed in parallel with early
works on subaltern or Orientalist critical frameworks investigating what would be-
come “tensions of empire.”23 In promoting “island-centered histories,” Davidson
read the European presence in Oceania as superficial—hegemonic, perhaps, in po-
litical and economic systems, but never truly altering (here we see the anthropo-
logical imperative) indigenous bases of custom, practice, and local knowledge.24 Pa-
cific histories have since marked numerous domains as the field was transformed.
Many scholars have maintained advocacy of agency and autonomy interests in ex-
amining cultural and national contexts. Martyn Lyons, Stewart Firth, Margaret Jolly,
Stephen Henningham, Bronwen Douglas, Brij V. Lal, and others have fashioned
strong traditions of political and cultural histories by examining national struggles
divided by ethnicity, class, and gender in New Caledonia, French Polynesia, Fiji,
Vanuatu, and the Solomons.25

The local richness and broad implications of the studies remind general audi-
ences that “the Pacific” is not simply a subset of East Asian and Southeast and South
Asian histories. Rather, Pacific Islands work reinforces tensions and conjunctures—
for example, Sandra Tarte’s examination of disputed Japanese economic aid to Pa-
cific islands in exchange for fishing rights—and continuing struggles, at times em-
phasizing violence. Such studies cross over national sovereignties, mineral resources,
and the dilemmas of identity politics, as in the case of political clashes between
Melanesian and Indian populations in Fiji or men and women and spousal battering
in Vanuatu.26 Because the Pacific is an area invested with highly visible female au-

22 See Jacqueline Leckie, “Towards a Review of History in the South Pacific,” Journal of Pacific
Studies 9 (1983): 10; K. R. Howe, “The Fate of the Savage in Pacific Historiography,” New Zealand
Journal of History 11, no. 2 (1977): 137–154.

23 See, for example, Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (New York, 1994); Dipesh
Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton, N.J.,
2000); Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton,
N.J., 1993); Bernard S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (Princeton,
N.J., 1996); Fredrick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler, eds., Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a
Bourgeois World (Berkeley, Calif., 1997).

24 David A. Chappell, “Active Agents versus Passive Victims: Decolonized Historiography or Prob-
lematic Paradigm?” The Contemporary Pacific 7, no. 2 (1995): 303–326; Tarcisius Kabutaulaka, “I Am
Not a Stupid Native: Decolonising Images and Imagination in the Solomon Islands,” in Donald Denoon,
ed., Emerging from Empire? Decolonisation in the Pacific (Canberra, 1997), 165–171; Sione Latukefu,
“The Making of the First Tongan-Born Professional Historian,” in Lal, Pacific Islands History, 14–31.

25 Lal, Broken Waves; Bronwen Douglas, Across the Great Divide: Journeys in History and Anthropology
(Amsterdam, 1998); Jean Guiart, “Forerunners of Melanesian Nationalism,” Oceania 22, no. 2 (1951):
81–90; Guiart, “Progress and Regress in New Caledonia,” The Journal of Pacific History 27, no. 1 (1992):
3–28; Patricia Grimshaw, Colonialism, Gender and Representations of Race: Issues in Writing Women’s
History in Australia and the Pacific (Melbourne, 1994).

26 Sandra Tarte, Diplomatic Strategies: The Pacific Islands and Japan (Canberra, 1997); Tarte, Japan’s
Aid Diplomacy and the Pacific Islands (Canberra, 1998); Victor Lal, Fiji: Coups in Paradise—Race, Pol-
itics, and Military Intervention (London, 1990); Grace Mera Molisa, “Colonised People,” in Colonised
People: Poems (Port Vila, 1987); Nuis Blong Mere (newsletter of the Solomon Islands National Council
of Women), July 2, 1984, October 3, 1984, May 5, 1985; Margaret Jolly, “The Politics of Difference:
Feminism, Colonialism and Decolonisation in Vanuatu,” in Gill Bottomley, Marie de Lepervanche, and
Jeannie Martin, eds., Intersexions: Gender, Class, Culture, Ethnicity (Sydney, 1991), 52–74. See Afu Billy,
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thority—from the revered monarchs Pomare Vahine and Liliu�okalani in Tahiti and
Hawai�i, to the controversial Margaret Mead, to contemporary activists, scholars,
and poets such as Grace Molisa in Vanutau and Miliani Trask and Haunani-Kay
Trask in Hawai�i—students of the area have produced an extraordinarily sophisti-
cated literature on gender questions. These range across representations of exotic
fantasy to analyses of “custom” and feminist politics, with many of the categories and
genres in constant tension.27

Other scholars have developed works with significant “crossover” impact in gen-
eral academe with tales that incorporate symbolic and representational analyses into
their visions. Greg Dening’s works have investigated re-creating the life-world of
Marquesan Enata, Tahitian royalty, English sailors, and mutineers with an ethno-
graphic, almost quotidian richness. In close readings, Dening sees histories as per-
formances, suggesting not only source bases for “mentalités,” but also a notion of
“histories” that deals with transformations of language, ritual, foodways, botany, and
marine ecology as they become represented and reappropriated in commemorative
and historiographical discourses. Nicholas Thomas’s works have articulated in rich
detail subjects ranging from Oceanic arts to the unstable subjectivity of diaries to
material culture and exchange within colonial trading networks.28

In one of the most highly visible academic controversies of the last generation,
Marshall Sahlins imagined the death of Captain Cook within a structural universe
of Hawaiians through a question of European visitors as symbolic “gods.” His sub-

“Against My Will,” in Afu Billy, Hazel Lulei, and Jully Sipolo, eds., Mi Mere: Poetry and Prose (Honiara,
1983), 17–19; Jully Sipolo, “Wife Bashing,” “Development,” “Mother,” “Urban Life,” and “Anti-Cli-
max,” in Sipolo, Praying Parents: A Second Collection of Poems (Honiara, 1986).

27 Zohl Dé Ishtar, Pacific Women Speak Out for Independence and Denuclearisation (Christchurch,
1998); Jocelyn Linnekin, Sacred Queens and Women of Consequence: Rank, Gender, and Colonialism in
the Hawaiian Islands (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1990); Margaret Jolly, Women of the Place: Kastom, Colonialism
and Gender in Vanuatu (Philadelphia, Pa., 1994); also Jolly, “The Politics of Difference: Feminism,
Colonialism and Decolonization in Vanuatu,” in Bottomley, de Lepervanche, and Martin, Intersexions;
Kalpana Ram and Jolly, eds., Maternities and Modernities: Colonial and Postcolonial Experiences in Asia
and the Pacific (Cambridge, 1997); Caroline Ralston and Nicholas Thomas, eds., Sanctity and Power:
Gender in Polynesian History, Special Issue, The Journal of Pacific History 22 (1987); Ralston, “The Study
of Women in the Pacific,” The Contemporary Pacific 4, no. 1 (Spring 1992): 162–175; also Ralston,
“Polyandry, ‘Pollution,’ ‘Prostitution’: The Problems of Eurocentrism and Androcentrism in Polynesian
Studies,” in Barbara Caine, E. A. Grosz, and Marie de Lepervanche, eds., Crossing Boundaries: Fem-
inisms and the Critique of Knowledges (Sydney, 1988), 71–80; Caroline Niko Besnier, “Polynesian Gender
Liminality in Time and Space,” in Gilbert Herdt, ed., Third Sex, Third Gender: Beyond Sexual Dimorphism
in Culture and History (New York, 1994), 285–328; Lynn B. Wilson, Speaking to Power: Gender and
Politics in the Western Pacific (New York, 1995); Rosemary Du Plessis and Lynne Alice, eds., Feminist
Thought in Aotearoa/New Zealand: Differences and Connections (Auckland, 1998); Haunani-Kay Trask,
“Feminism and Indigenous Hawaiian Nationalism,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 21,
no. 4 (Summer 1996): 906–915; Kareva Mateata-Allain, “Ma�ohi Women Writers of Colonial French
Polynesia: Passive Resistance towards a Post-Colonial Literature,” Jouvert: Journal of Postcolonial Stud-
ies 7, no. 2 (2003), http://social.chass.ncsu.edu/jouvert/v7i2/mateat.htm.

28 Greg Dening, Islands and Beaches: Discourse on a Silent Land, Marquesas, 1774–1880 (Honolulu,
1980); Dening, History’s Anthropology: The Death of William Gooch (Melbourne, 1988); Dening, Mr
Bligh’s Bad Language: Passion, Power, and Theatre on the Bounty (Cambridge, 1992); Dening, “A Poetics
for Histories: Transformations That Present the Past,” in Aletta Biersack, ed., Clio in Oceania: Toward
a Historical Anthropology (Washington, D.C., 1991), 347–380; Dening, Beach Crossings: Voyaging across
Times, Cultures, and Self (Philadelphia, Pa., 2004). Also Nicholas Thomas, “Partial Texts: Represen-
tation, Colonialism and Agency in Pacific History,” in Thomas, In Oceania, 23–49; Thomas, Oceanic Art
(London, 1995); Thomas, “The Indigenous Appropriation of European Things,” in Thomas, Entangled
Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism in the Pacific (Cambridge, Mass., 1991), 83–124;
Thomas, Possessions: Indigenous Art/Colonial Culture (London, 1999).
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sequent challenge from Gananath Obeyesekere (each wrote a book in response to
the other) and Hawaiian Island nationalists played out in international journals to
much fanfare. Whether or not the research demonstrated or claimed that islanders
thought that Europeans were “gods,” the exchanges underscored the centrality of
anthropologists to Pacific history, and highlighted forms of narrative analysis that
attempted to take seriously the possible examination of islander consciousness as
formative in the playing out, indeed the creation, of “historical events.”29

Such works, whose questions and controversies have deeply inflected other stud-
ies, suggest how Pacific history has uniquely developed, in that it is a subject dom-
inated not by mainstream academic historians, but rather by anthropologists, eth-
nohistorians, and often fiction writers, political activists, and artists. Its subjects have
been much written about and expanded by talents who are deliberately and forth-
rightly reflexive about the production of their work, which draws on multiple genres:
academic interdisciplinarity as read through critical essays, poetry, dramas, films, songs,
and dance.30 These are in part histories as performances, invested in critical vocabu-
laries, gender and women’s studies, and artistic expressions. As David Hanlon has said
about the “decentered” materials and practices of Pacific narrations, “One begins to
realize . . . that the practice of history in Oceania is something quite distinct from what
is commonly understood to be the practice of history in the Euro-American world.”31

“History” is partly an academic enterprise, but also self-consciously a wrestling
with forms and practices of histories: sources visual and artistic, forms poetic and
epic, actions and projects materially realized. These include Oceanic festivals of
cultural appreciation and renaissance, such as that developed as Melanésie 2000 by
the New Caledonian Kanak leader Jean-Marie Tjibaou; the creation of the 1970s
Hokule�a canoes, which demonstrated the possibilities of sailing without instru-
ments, navigating only by the stars, from Hawai�i to Tahiti; or the advocacy of “Oce-
anic” arts and musical forms at the University of the South Pacific at Suva, Fiji.32

Autobiographical modes and dance performances are not simply, or even largely,
points of self-expression, but rather experiments with “Pacific” ways of communi-
cating knowledge, drawing on epistemologies of oral and movement traditions, and
fabulist tales and humor as forms of cultural and historical knowledge.33 Such ap-
proaches are constitutive of the sort of creative and often locale-specific studies that

29 Marshall Sahlins, Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities: Structure in the Early History of the
Sandwich Islands Kingdom (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1981); Gananath Obeyesekere, The Apotheosis of Captain
Cook: European Mythmaking in the Pacific (Princeton, N.J., 1992); Sahlins, How “Natives” Think: About
Captain Cook, for Example (Chicago, 1995); Robert Borofsky, “Cook, Lono, Obeyesekere, and Sahlins,”
Current Anthropology 38, no. 2 (1997): 255–282; K. R. Howe, “The Making of Cook’s Death: Marshall
Sahlins and Gananath Obeysekere,” The Journal of Pacific History 31, no. 1 (1996): 108–118.

30 Greg Dening, “History ‘in’ the Pacific,” The Contemporary Pacific 1, nos. 1–2 (1989): 134–139;
Dening, Performances (Chicago, 1996).

31 David Hanlon, “Beyond ‘the English Method of Tattooing’: Decentering the Practice of History
in Oceania,” The Contemporary Pacific 15, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 19–40.

32 Jean-Marie Tjibaou, “Recherche d’identité melanesienne et société traditionelle,” Journal de So-
ciété des Océanistes 32 (1976): 281–292; Tjibaou, “The Renaissance of Melanesian Culture in New Cale-
donia,” Ethnies: Human Rights and Tribal Peoples, nos. 8, 9, 10 (Spring 1989): 74–78; Tjibaou, Kanaké:
The Mélanésian Way (Papeete, 1978); Bernard Narokobi, The Melanesian Way: Total Cosmic Vision of
Life (Boroko, 1980); Narokobi, Life and Leadership in Melanesia (Suva, 1983).

33 Judith Binney, “Maori Oral Narratives, Pakeha Written Texts: Two Forms of Telling History,” New
Zealand Journal of History 21, no. 1 (April 1987): 16–28; Albert Wendt, “Techniques of Storytelling,”
interview (J. Ellis), Ariel 28, no. 3 (July 1997): 79; Ruth Finnegan and Margaret Orbell, eds., South Pacific
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have had resonance in other narratives: detailed microhistories excavated for their
connections to global historical transformations, tilted always at the edge of post-
colonial and neocolonial debates—what Tarcisius Kabutaulaka called “the bigness
of our smallness.”34

With respect to long-standing historical and anthropological interests in ritual,
kinship, and imperial policy, Pacific scholars have increasingly highlighted concerns
with contemporary legacies of colonialism and indigeneity, and have used academic
positions, journals, and conferences as active forums for self-reflexive “native voices”
to present, advocate, and criticize their own intellectual authority and subject po-
sitions as scholars. Scholars such as Malama Meleisea, David W. Gegeo, and Caro-
line Sinavaiana-Gabbard have addressed such challenges by widely interrogating and
employing postcolonial critiques and methodologies. Vilsoni Hereniko, Teresia
Teaiwa, and J. Kehaulani Kauanui have likewise not only actively pursued intel-
lectual and institutional critiques, but also championed the logic of a “new” histo-
riography of practice shaped around the integration of personal narrative, perfor-
mance, and activism within an academic apparatus.35 A 1978 essay by Meleisea used
such self-identification to comment, “I know of a number of foreign scholars in Sa-
moa, for example, who have been given valuable historical and genealogical infor-
mation which would be denied me on the grounds of my status as an untitled man
and because it would be suspected that I might use it to further any political am-
bitions I might have.”36

Equally challenging, the reconstruction of organizing narratives regularly draws
on ethnographic evidence, often transmitted through tales.37 Such tales, recounting
deeds of deities or ancestors, are studied and maintained by scholars not merely as
folkloric preludes or “prehistoric” mythologies, but as sources of cultural continuity
and evidence of active and formative political action. Hawaiian scholar and activist
Haunani-Kay Trask famously prefaced a collection of essays, “Despite American
political and territorial control of Hawai�i since 1898, Hawaiians are not Americans.

Oral Traditions (Bloomington, Ind., 1995); Michael Belgrave, Historical Frictions: Maori Claims and
Reinvented Histories (Auckland, 2005).

34 Tarcisius Kabutaulaka, “The Bigness of Our Smallness,” in Waddell, Naidu, and Hau�ofa, A New
Oceania, 91–93.

35 Vilsoni Hereniko, Woven Gods: Female Clowns and Power in Rotuma (Honolulu, 1995); Hereniko,
“Representations of Cultural Identities,” in K. R. Howe, Robert Kiste, and Brij V. Lal, eds., Tides of
History: The Pacific Islands in the Twentieth Century (Honolulu, 1994), chap. 17; Teresia Kieuea Teaiwa,
“Lo(o)sing the Edge,” The Contemporary Pacific 13, no. 2 (2001): 343–357. On historiographical identity
debates, Donald Denoon, “The Right to Misrepresent,” The Contemporary Pacific 9, no. 2 (Fall 1997):
400–418; Peter Hempenstall, “ ‘My Place’: Finding a Voice within Pacific Colonial Studies,” in Lal,
Pacific Islands History, 60–78; Doug Munro, “Who ‘Owns’ Pacific History? Reflections on the Insider/
Outsider Dichotomy,” The Journal of Pacific History 29, no. 2 (1994): 232–237; Ranajit Guha and Gayatri
Spivak, “The Prose of Counter-Insurgency,” in Guha and Spivak, eds., Selected Subaltern Studies (New
York, 1988), 45–86.

36 Malama Meleisea, “Pacific Historiography: An Indigenous View,” The Journal of Pacific History
4 (1978): 34, and Meleisea, “Ideology in Pacific Studies: A Personal View,” in Antony Hooper, ed., Class
and Culture in the South Pacific (Suva, 1987), 140–152; on his navigation of perspectives, see Meleisea,
The Making of Modern Samoa: Traditional Authority and Colonial Administration in the History of Western
Samoa (Suva, 1987). Vicente Diaz and Kehaulani Kauanui, eds., Native Pacific Cultural Studies on the
Edge, Special Issue, The Contemporary Pacific 13, no. 2 (2001).

37 Geoffrey M. White, Identity through History: Living Stories in a Solomon Islands Society (Cambridge,
1991); K. Sinclair, “The Maori Tradition of Prophecy: Religion, History, and Politics in New Zealand,”
in Lockwood, Harding, and Wallace, Contemporary Pacific Societies, 321–334.
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Nor are we Europeans or Asians. We are not from the Pacific Rim, nor are we
immigrants to the Pacific, we are the children of Papa, earth mother, and Wakea,
sky father, who created the sacred lands of Hawai�i nei.” Ancient tales inform a
comprehensive historical cosmology of settlement patterns, social structure, agri-
culture, sustenance, and trade. The employment of such genealogies and inherited
practice has come under scholarly fire as “invented tradition,” underscoring the high
stakes and active challenges yet involved in the forging of “authentic” Pacific his-
tories from multiple nonstandard sources.38

It is little wonder that one of the most salient narratives concerning the early
historical Pacific developed around debates leading to the Hokule�a voyages of the
1970s. The challenge of retracing the fabled routes of ancestors in outrigger sailing
canoes was and is emblematic of both Pacific and “Oceanic” histories. Beginning with
scholarly division about the possibilities of intentional sailing across the open ocean
before the European age, the re-creation and sailing of vessels according to “tra-
ditional” methods defied archive-dominant historical knowledge. The deliberately
performative engagement of history—part scientific mission, part drama—not only
served to satisfy scholars and journalists, but also gave visibility to an acted ancient-
contemporary continuity, sparking Pacific-wide celebrations of cultural pride and
claims for historical integrity. The crews, in cooperation and conflict, also were em-
blematic—haole (white or foreign) academics from the American mainland, the Ha-
waiian navigator Nainoa Thompson, and the revered teacher Mau Piailug, who
helped link Polynesia to its past by drawing on his own heritage from the Marshalls
in Micronesia.39

THE STORYTELLING ASPECTS OF THESE “NEW HISTORIES” have been controversial at
times, yet they in no way suggest an abandonment of historical narration. The Pacific
is simply a “civilization without a center,” an Oceanic space of movement, transit,
and migration in a longue durée of local peoples and broad interactions, what Rob
Wilson and Arif Dirlik call “heteroglossic spatiality.”40 Major academic surveys of
the field—textbooks—engage this principle, declining strictly territorial or national-
specific approaches in favor of thematic chronicles. Douglas Oliver’s “standard” Pa-
cific Islands survey ranges around an insular Pacific connected by migrations, a scope
that Kerry Howe’s Where the Waves Fall deepens with emphases on islander-actors

38 Haunani-Kay Trask, From a Native Daughter: Colonialism and Sovereignty in Hawaii, rev. ed. (Ho-
nolulu, 1999), vi; Jocelyn Linnekin, “On the Theory and Politics of Cultural Construction in the Pacific,”
in Margaret Jolly and Nicholas Thomas, eds., The Politics of Tradition in the Pacific, Special Issue, Oce-
ania 62, no. 4 (1992): 249–263; Roger M. Keesing, “Creating the Past: Custom and Identity in the
Contemporary Pacific,” The Contemporary Pacific 1 (1989): 19–42; Haunani-Kay Trask, “Natives and
Anthropologists: The Colonial Struggle,” The Contemporary Pacific 3, no. 1 (1991): 59–67; Takiora In-
gram, “The Culture of Politics and the Politicization of Culture in the Cook Islands,” in Ron Crocombe
et al., eds., Culture and Democracy in the South Pacific (Suva, 1992), 153–167; Finau O Kolo, “Histo-
riography: The Myth of Indigenous Authenticity,” in Phyllis Herda, Jennifer Terrell, and Niel Gunson,
eds., Tongan Culture and History: Papers from the 1st Tongan History Conference (Canberra, 1990), 1–11;
Jocelyn Linnekin, “The Politics of Culture in the Pacific,” in Linnekin and Lin Poyer, eds., Cultural
Identity and Ethnicity in the Pacific (Honolulu, 1990), 149–174; Margaret Jolly, “Specters of Inauthen-
ticity,” The Contemporary Pacific 4, no. 1 (1992): 49–72.

39 Finney, From Sea to Space ; Finney with Marlene Among et al., Voyage of Rediscovery: A Cultural
Odyssey through Polynesia (Berkeley, Calif., 1994); Finney, Hokule�a: The Way to Tahiti (New York, 1979).

40 Wilson and Dirlik, “Introduction.”
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shaping temporalities from archaeological pasts and nineteenth-century trading net-
works, migrations, and imperial administrations. This design is also favored by I. C.
Campbell’s A History of the Pacific Islands, which emphasizes the mutual appropri-
ations and exploitations of cultures in contact. A volume on the twentieth century
edited by Robert Kiste with K. R. Howe and Brij V. Lal ranges across areas and
specialties from colonialism to religion, trade, and warfare along the currents of a
“tides of history” metaphor. Donald Denoon’s edited Cambridge History of the Pacific
Islanders offers up multiple essays and island contexts both ethnographic and in-
stitutional with scholarly authority. Robert Borofsky’s Remembrance of Pacific Pasts
adopts a postcolonial strategy of multiple textual interrogations and narrative ir-
resolution in an invitation to “remake history,” framed by Vilsoni Hereniko’s chal-
lenge to “indigenous knowledge and academic imperialism.” In a singular voice, Deryck
Scarr offers A History of the Pacific Islands: Passages through Tropical Time (partly written
while he was shipboard) as history deeply invested in nautical sensibilities—thematic
discussions encompassing centuries shaped around organizing metaphors of sea-
lanes, oceangoing canoes, ports, schooners, trade vessels, and warships.41

All of these are projects in repudiation of the “isolation” and limited possibilities
of a distant or empty Pacific. The narratives, written to provincialize European tales
of “discovery,” “paradise,” and “development,” capture the living nature of Oceanic
histories and support newly mobile readings of “custom” and “tradition,” revived
from artifactual stillness in cabinets of curiosities. The Oceanic approach studies
islands as sites of robust and dynamic exchange networks rather than small, isolated
points. Even economies, rather than being “underdeveloped,” are motivated by so-
phisticated gifting and kinship creation. As Nicholas Thomas and Marilyn Strathern
have suggested, these are societies deeply implicated in—rather than innocent of—
regional, global, and colonial exchanges in objects, arms, and peoples.42

The interrelational narratives of Oceanic histories are particularly rich and con-
tested where Islander stories are matched against other global histories of seaborne
empires emanating from European states and kingdoms, creating theaters of en-
counter and contact, instigating tales of conquest, mission faiths, and commodity
commerce. With the coming of Europeans, especially in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, early contact narratives develop into new categorical analyses of
hybrid societies and communities with seafarers, beachcombers, traders, and cast-
aways, each weighing benefits and dangers. As I. C. Campbell has suggested, the
meanings of first meetings are encoded by sharing and misunderstanding, from can-
nibalism to religion and trade with cultures and practices taken from and “intro-
duced” from Asia.43

Greg Dening has articulated many of the key questions by reading contact as a

41 Douglas L. Oliver, The Pacific Islands, 3rd ed. (Honolulu, 1989); Kerry Howe, Where the Waves
Fall (Sydney, 1984); I. C. Campbell, A History of the Pacific Islands (Berkeley, Calif., 1996); Howe, Kiste,
and Lal, Tides of History; Denoon, The Cambridge History of the Pacific Islanders; Vilsoni Hereniko,
“Indigenous Knowledge and Academic Imperialism,” in Borofsky, Remembrance of Pacific Pasts, 78–91;
Scarr, A History of the Pacific Islands.

42 Marshall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics (Chicago, 1972); Thomas, Entangled Objects; Marilyn
Strathern, The Gender of the Gift: Problems with Women and Problems with Society in Melanesia (Berke-
ley, Calif., 1988).

43 I. C. Campbell, “European-Polynesia Encounters: A Critique of the Pearson Thesis,” The Journal
of Pacific History 29, no. 2 (1994): 222–231; Campbell, “Culture Contact and Polynesian Identity in the
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moment that has been lost by the dominance of colonial historiography, trying to
reconstruct initial encounters—extending over decades in most cases—as not re-
flexively shaped by the organized and unequal power relations of guns, germs, and
steel. Although this was clearly true for long-term devastating effects, early meetings
have been reimagined as situations of appropriation, indeed collaboration and mu-
tual engagement.44

Multiple scholars have searched for what Richard White has called “the middle
ground,” underscoring the development of performative and hybrid cultures, at
times seeing postmodernist bricolage notions of identity fashioning by reading the
ways in which European sailors took Islander things and acquired them, while Is-
landers took on European artifacts, as well as practices and armaments. These ap-
propriations and employments could be rich and polyglot, as languages and religion,
or ferocious—the Pomares in Tahiti or Kamehameha in Hawai�i adopted military
technologies and tactics to wage war to attain political supremacy in their islands in
the early nineteenth century. Oceanic narratives increasingly underscore these in-
terrelational exchanges, adoptions, and transformations. Some intersect multiple
categories, such as Damon Salesa’s readings of overlapping “racial” typologies, co-
lonial institutions, and military histories.45

This complexity has helped to problematize concurrent major narratives, such as
those of “fatal impact” and paradisiacal exoticism. Built into Pacific diasporic and
encounter stories are the demographic fates of peoples and lands marked by theories
of inevitable decline, cultural fragmentation, and degeneration. Some of these tales
have been rendered since the nineteenth century as grim chronicles of disease and
“ecological imperialism.” These spoliations were first rendered, generations previ-
ously, as indicators of moral decline, as Diderot suggested: “before the corruption
of manners which unhappily characterizes civilized regions, may reach that innocent
race of men, who live here fortunate in their ignorance and simplicity.”46 Melville
propagated this tendency; civilization was a poison, leading to ultimate extinction for
which the Pacific could be a momentary remedy, a place to regenerate—or to die.
Catastrophic epidemics reinforced these narratives with deadly effectiveness.

“Fatal impact” challenges have broached both epidemiological and cultural lines

European Age,” Journal of World History 8, no. 1 (1997): 29–55; Anne Salmond, Between Worlds: Early
Exchanges between Maori and Europeans, 1642–1772 (Honolulu, 1997).

44 Greg Dening, “Possessing Tahiti,” Anthropology in Oceania 21, no. 1 (1986): 103–118; Nicholas
Thomas, Colonialism’s Culture: Anthropology, Travel and Government (Princeton, N.J., 1994); Jared
Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (New York, 1997).

45 Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region,
1650–1815 (Cambridge, 1991); Malama Meleisea and Penelope Schoeffel, “Discovering Outsiders,” in
Denoon, The Cambridge History of the Pacific Islanders, 119–151; Max Quanchi, “Being Discovered:
Perceptions and Control of Strangers,” in Max Quanchi and Ron Adams, eds., Culture Contact in the
Pacific (Cambridge, 1992); Nicholas Thomas, “Partial Texts: Representation, Colonialism and Agency
in Pacific History,” The Journal of Pacific History 25, no. 2 (1990): 139–158; Linnekin and Poyer, Cultural
Identity and Ethnicity in the Pacific ; Douglas, Across the Great Divide ; Bronwen Douglas, “Conflict &
Alliance in a Colonial Context: Case Studies in New Caledonia,” The Journal of Pacific History 15, no.
1 (1980): 21–51; August Ibrum K. Kituai, “The Role of the Patrol Officer in Papua New Guinea,” in
Kituai, My Gun, My Brother: The World of the Papua New Guinea Colonial Police, 1920–1960 (Honolulu,
1999), 19–41; Toeolesulusulu D. Salesa, “Half-Castes between the Wars: Colonial Categories in New
Zealand and Samoa,” New Zealand Journal of History 34, no. 1 (2000): 9–116.

46 Denis Diderot, Supplément au voyage de Bougainville (1772; repr., Paris, 1972).
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of argument. David E. Stannard’s Before the Horror and multiple studies of disease
and politics have created controversy, and also fields of study that trace the dev-
astation of local populations without recourse to the elegiac narrative of extinction.
Such histories crosscut and separate formerly inextricable teleologies, pointing up
the appalling legacies of biological and ecological depredation while counterpointing
continuities and survivals of local cultures.47

As the literary allusions above suggest, legacies from this era outside the im-
mediate domain of Pacific specialists are found largely in the analyses of enduring
tropes springing from Pacific and European histories: the foundational confirmation
and inevitable loss of Noble Savages deriving from the heyday of the age of Euro-
pean exploration. These involve rereadings of Magellan, Cook, La Perouse, and Bou-
gaville, their legacies and reports, and the shaping of the Pacific in early modern
Europe. This is the specific historical moment that has most shaped visions of the
Pacific as a space of paradisiacal idylls, of exoticism, sexuality, and savagery, of es-
cape, or of transit to better things—the fabulous mysteries and wealth of Asia and
India. Such stories created the European Pacific of the Enlightenment that became
the distant penal colonies and melancholy “paradise lost” of colonialism in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.48

This Pacific was initially generated from multiple sources and institutions of pur-
ported change, enlightenment, and civilization, such as the Christian religious leg-
acies of missionization that spread from continental emplacements in East and
Southeast Asia and South America into the mid-Pacific at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century. Historiographically, this is a significant age of disputed legacies: of
power and ideology contested through religion, soon entangled with science and
epistemology. Both archival and ethnographic studies continue to grapple with the
meanings of “conversion,” the logic of salvation for missionaries and Pacific peo-
ples—the two would eventually become one and the same—and the alliances be-
tween faith, politics, and competitions for legitimation between outlander and Is-
lander authorities. Much of the scholarly work deals with male and female
engagements with faith, intersections with local politics, and appropriations and ad-
aptations of multiple sources of belief and practice.49

47 David E. Stannard, Before the Horror: The Population of Hawai�i on the Eve of Western Contact
(Honolulu, 1989). See literary revisions in Louise Peltzer, Lettre à Poutaveri (Papeete, 1995); also Di-
amond, Guns, Germs, and Steel; Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of
Europe, 900–1900 (Cambridge, 1986).

48 Smith, European Vision and the South Pacific ; Robert Nicole, The Word, the Pen, and the Pistol:
Literature and Power in Tahiti (Albany, N.Y., 2001), 167–202; Lee Wallace, Sexual Encounters: Pacific
Texts, Modern Sexualities (Ithaca, N.Y., 2003); Barbara Creed and Jeanette Hoorn, eds., Body Trade:
Captivity, Cannibalism, and Colonialism in the Pacific (New York, 2002); Alice Bullard, Exile to Paradise:
Savagery and Civilization in Paris and the South Pacific, 1790–1900 (Stanford, Calif., 2000); Claudia
Knapman, “Reproducing Empire: Exploring Ideologies of Gender and Race on Australia’s Pacific Fron-
tier,” in Susan Magarey, Sue Rowley, and Susan Sheridan, eds., Debutante Nation: Feminism Contests
the 1890s (Sydney, 1993).

49 Patricia Grimshaw, Paths of Duty: American Missionary Wives in Nineteenth-Century Hawaii (Ho-
nolulu, 1989); Grimshaw, “New England Missionary Wives, Hawaiian Women and ‘the Cult of True
Womanhood,’ ” in Margaret Jolly and Martha Macintyre, eds., Family and Gender in the Pacific: Domestic
Contradictions and the Colonial Impact (Cambridge, 1989), 19–44; Margaret Jolly, “ ‘To Save the Girls
for Brighter and Better Lives’: Presbyterian Missions and Women in the South of Vanuatu, 1848–1870,”
The Journal of Pacific History 26, no. 1 (1991): 27–48; Vicente Diaz, “Pious Sites: Chamorro Culture at
the Crossroads of Spanish Catholicism and American Liberalism,” in Amy Kaplan and Donald E. Pease,
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The Pacific is one of the great areas of study for such intersections of religion,
science, and cultural politics. Darwin’s famous voyage and observations in the Ga-
lapagos Islands are the foundation of the natural history that developed as evolu-
tionary theory, while the human sciences are controversially indebted to models de-
veloped to “explain” social and cultural behaviors by using Pacific “laboratories” in
the early twentieth century.

Such culture and “acculturation” models moved away from simple analyses of
primitivism, and focused on the discursive constitution of scholarly narratives them-
selves. The intellectual history of the Pacific for academics has particularly been
borne by two anthropologists who became icons in the West: Margaret Mead and
Bronislaw Malinowski. Since the elemental simplicities and cyclical verities popu-
larized by Mead’s Coming of Age in Samoa and the ritual and customary details of
Malinowski’s The Sexual Life of Savages (Trobriand Islands), the model of historian
as anthropologist—studying the other up close—has been powerful and also invested
in self-critique, with the investigator recognized as inseparable partner and nemesis
in narrations of ethnographic reality.50 Although Mead popularized new anthropo-
logical possibilities focused on female subjects and women’s practices, and Mali-
nowski set a standard for rigorous fieldwork and detailed observational studies, both
have proven controversial for the ways in which their personal lives intersected their
scientific personas. This legacy is important. Works that transgress the boundaries
of the scientific and self-reflexive, and are ultimately as much about the researcher’s
critique of self or discipline, are familiar in Pacific studies. They are particularly
noteworthy where they study the very academic assumptions that constitute objects
of study, and question the authority of the observer.

One such area of contest is the iconic phenomenon called “cargo cult,” the sup-
posed millennial worship of material fetishes (the ubiquitous refrigerator) and leg-
endary saviors (John Frum) by Solomon Islanders in the later twentieth century.
Reading these practices in terms of American consumerism and situating them in
post–Pacific War national liberation histories, scholars such as Lamont Lindstrom
have suggested that “cargo cult” is actually a double narrative: a compulsive tale
about primitive reverence for magical goods (actually an expression of Westerners’
own obsession with consumerism and “progress”), and an Islander’s very different
adherence to locally generated practices tied to political and spiritual organization
and anticolonialism. The interrelational approach marks the characteristic disputed

eds., Cultures of United States Imperialism (Durham, N.C., 1993), 312–339; Roger M. Keesing, “Politico-
Religious Movements and Anticolonialism on Malaita: Maasina Rule in Historical Perspective,” Oce-
ania 48 (1978): 241–261; 49 (1979): 46–73.

50 Margaret Mead, Coming of Age in Samoa: A Study of Adolescence and Sex in Primitive Societies
(1928; repr., Harmondsworth, 1943); Bronislaw Malinowski, The Sexual Life of Savages in North-Western
Melanesia: An Ethnographic Account of Courtship, Marriage, and Family Life among the Natives of the
Trobriand Islands, British New Guinea, 3rd ed. (London, 1932); Malinowski, A Diary in the Strict Sense
of the Term (London, 1967); Derek Freeman, Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of
an Anthropological Myth (Cambridge, Mass., 1983); Marilyn Strathern, “The Punishing of Margaret
Mead,” in Gregory Acciaioli, ed., Fact and Context in Ethnography: The Samoa Controversy, Special Issue,
Canberra Anthropology 6, no. 1 (1983): 70–79; Annette B. Weiner, “Ethnographic Determinism: Samoa
and the Margaret Mead Controversy,” American Anthropologist 85 (1983): 909–919; Albert Wendt,
“Three Faces of Samoa: Mead’s, Freeman’s and Wendt’s,” Pacific Islands Monthly 54, no. 4 (April 1983):
10–14.
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legacies of Pacific histories and ties them to global Oceanic contests over cultural
and political autonomy.51

THE CONTESTED GIVE-AND-TAKE of many of these histories has its roots in the distorted
relations of power, hegemony, and accommodation of the nineteenth-century co-
lonial age in the Pacific. General narratives chronicle British settler colonies and
strategic interventions, the French presence in Tahiti and New Caledonia, struggles
with missions, gunboat diplomacy, and the encoding of narrations that are peculiar
to the Pacific, such as “the Romance of the South Seas.”52 Margaret Jolly and other
Pacific scholars have engaged such typologies both by playing out their literary and
visual representations following art historical and “Orientalist” critiques of Pacific
imagery, and by building sovereignty politics and direct colonial critique into gen-
dered postcolonial examinations of corporeal, sexual, racialized, and familial instan-
tiations of authority and imperial possession.53

For scholarship both north and south of the equator, the nineteenth century is
a period that concomitantly sees the formal articulation of Islander, Asian, Amer-
ican, and European interactions and dependencies on a global geopolitical stage,
shaping categories that define the Pacific to this day. Reinscribed trading and, now,
colonial outposts institutionally locate the political and imperial boundaries of what
Braudel referenced analogically as the “multiple” Mediterraneans and Atlantics.
Here, Polynesian commercial routes and Melanesian trade become parts of a system
of hemispheric commercial exchange, as new market commodities tied to treaties
and profits in Asia—notably Japan after the Perry missions and the Canton Chinese
trading ports—propelled the growth of the “Pacific Rim” in the nineteenth century.

Exploitation of the sandalwood trade, bêche-de-mer (sea cucumber), and copra,
and the land clearings of cotton and sugar plantations ignited the creation of a “peo-
ple trade.” Scholars have focused on the practices of blackbirders, recruiters, and
slavers, tracing movements and circulation of both voluntary and forced labor.54

51 Lamont Lindstrom, Cargo Cult: Strange Stories of Desire from Melanesia and Beyond (Honolulu,
1993); Martha Kaplan, Neither Cargo nor Cult: Ritual Politics and the Colonial Imagination in Fiji
(Durham, N.C., 1995); Sam Kaima, “The Evolution of Cargo Cults and the Emergence of Political
Parties in Melanesia,” Journal de Société des Océanistes 92–93 (1991): 173–180.

52 Jane Samson, Imperial Benevolence: Making British Authority in the Pacific Islands (Honolulu,
1998); Pierre Yves Toullelan, Tahiti Colonial, 1860–1914 (Paris, 1987); Robert Aldrich, The French
Presence in the South Pacific, 1842–1940 (Honolulu, 1990); Salesa, “Half-Castes between the Wars”;
Anne Godlewska and Neil Smith, Geography and Empire (Oxford, 1994); Vicente L. Rafael, White Love
and Other Events in Filipino History (Durham, N.C., 2000); John Hirst, The Sentimental Nation: The
Making of the Australian Commonwealth (Melbourne, 2000); more generally on empire, Julia Clancy-
Smith and Frances Gouda, eds., Domesticating the Empire: Race, Gender, and Family Life in French and
Dutch Colonialism (Charlottesville, Va., 1998); Alice L. Conklin, A Mission to Civilize: The Republican
Idea of Empire in France and West Africa, 1895–1930 (Stanford, Calif., 1997); Antoinette Burton, Burdens
of History: British Feminists, Indian Women, and Imperial Culture, 1865–1915 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1994);
Ann Laura Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule (Berke-
ley, Calif., 2002).

53 Margaret Jolly, “Colonizing Women: The Maternal Body and Empire,” in Sneja Gunew and Anna
Yeatman, eds., Feminism and the Politics of Difference (Sydney, 1993), 103–127; Christine Ward Gailey,
“Putting Down Sisters and Wives: Tongan Women and Colonization,” in Mona Etienne and Eleanor
Leacock, eds., Women and Colonization: Anthropological Perspectives (New York, 1980), 294–322;
Manderson and Jolly, Sites of Desire, Economies of Pleasure, 191–211; Christine Dureau, “From Sisters
to Wives,” in Ram and Jolly, Maternities and Modernities, 239–274.

54 Dorothy Shineberg, They Came for Sandalwood: A Study of the Sandalwood Trade in the South-West
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Where coercion and opportunity were ambiguously in tension, these researches fa-
mously include studies by Dorothy Shineberg, tracing Hebridean peoples and groups
from the Solomons who were taken to the Northern Territories plantations of Aus-
tralia, and especially to New Caledonia. Such movements also included Javanese,
Japanese, and Vietnamese migrating into New Caledonia, and at the other extremity
of the Pacific, the infamous “Slavers in Paradise” kidnapping of populations to ex-
cavate guano in Peru. Most famous, perhaps, are the contract and indentured la-
borers from India who were imported into Fiji to develop plantations for the British
crown. These immigrants established themselves and became a demographic ma-
jority in the twentieth century, creating a multiethnic society troubled by legacies of
empire, immigration, and nativist struggles between Fijians and Indians over po-
litical representation, land rights, and economic interests.55

In the north, histories that began with ancient migrations from Asia and South-
east Asia millennia ago reconnect by drawing Asia and North America dramatically
back to the center of Pacific narrations. These look to whalers and traders, and
especially to 1898 and the end-marking of the old Spanish Empire in the Pacific with
American domination in Guam, the Philippines, and the kingdom of Hawai�i. In
Hawai�i, the turn of the century was the culmination of decades of political and
economic struggle and accommodation between island peoples and mainland planter
aristocracies, royal juggling of interests in land ownership and political influence,
trials over access to trading and naval ports, and, finally, armed overthrow of the
Hawaiian monarchy. The U.S. government officially apologized for the seizure in
1993, setting the stage for reparations debates over Islander sovereignty, land, ed-
ucation, and financial resources.56

These histories underscore again our resonant question: Who is part of the Pa-
cific? Asian American scholars such as Gary Okihiro, Ronald Takaki, Evelyn Hu-
Dehart, Lisa Lowe, Sucheng Chan, and Jonathan Okamura have famously narrated
the trans-Pacific experiences of Japanese, Chinese, Filipinos, and other Asians in
American territories (both north and south) and plantation economies, giving eth-
nographic richness to prosaic tales of hardship by reconstructing working and family
lives.57 Here, the histories of the Asias, the Americas, and Oceania interact—at times
within narratives of a “multicultural” society, at times within grim tales of racial
violence, plantation labor, and class exploitation.58 The social histories of Chinese,

Pacific, 1830–1865 (Melbourne, 1967); Shineberg, The People Trade: Pacific Island Laborers and New
Caledonia, 1865–1930 (Honolulu, 1999); Brij V. Lal, Doug Munro, and Edward D. Beechert, eds., Plan-
tation Workers: Resistance and Accommodation (Honolulu, 1993).

55 H. E. Maude, Slavers in Paradise: The Peruvian Slave Trade in Polynesia, 1862–1864 (Stanford,
Calif., 1981); Lal, Broken Waves; also Brij V. Lal, ed., Crossing the Kala Pani: A Documentary History
of Indian Indenture in Fiji (Canberra, 1998).

56 Kaplan and Pease, Cultures of United States Imperialism; Kame�eleihiwa, Native Land and Foreign
Desires; Osorio, Dismembering Lahui.

57 Gary Y. Okihiro, Margins and Mainstreams: Asians in American History and Culture (Seattle, Wash.,
1994); Okihiro, Common Ground: Reimagining American History (Princeton, N.J., 2001); Ronald Takaki,
Pau Hana: Plantation Life and Labor in Hawaii, 1835–1920 (Honolulu, 1983); Takaki, Strangers from a
Different Shore: A History of Asian Americans (Boston, 1989); Evelyn Hu-Dehart, ed., Across the Pacific:
Asian Americans and Globalization (Philadelphia, Pa., 2000); Lisa Lowe, Immigrant Acts: On Asian Amer-
ican Cultural Politics (Durham, N.C., 1996); Sucheng Chan, ed., Remapping Asian American History
(Walnut Creek, Calif., 2003).

58 Jonathan Okamura, “The Illusion of Paradise: Privileging Multiculturalism in Hawai�i,” in Dru C.
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Korean, Filipino, and Japanese immigrants have shaped the Northern Pacific nar-
rations of everyday life for planters, laborers, prisoners, writers, teachers, and priests
whose presence and actions are otherwise marked in the context of American ex-
clusion acts and “yellow peril” rhetoric. Critically, this literature continues to seek
forms for interrogating a hybrid culture of Asian and Pacific influences bounded
within labor-market capitalism and the cultural preservation ethics of the later twen-
tieth century.

These histories of struggle and claims for inclusion while maintaining distinction
are not strictly American. Inflected by national and regional differences, they are
played out across the Pacific among Vietnamese, Malaysians, and Chinese in Aus-
tralia and New Caledonia, Cook Islanders in New Zealand, and any number of peo-
ples in Fiji, Indonesia, and French Polynesia. Indeed, one of the most resonant and
studied chapters of Oceanic history has been that which questions economic de-
velopment and dependency, and the access of Pacific peoples to labor and resources.
Regular debates focus on labor out-migration from Pacific territories—tying back
into diasporic conceptions of Oceanic peoples, yet also framed within “remittance
economy” questions and reassessments of “limited” local economies.59

The “Who is part of the Pacific?” question also falls across Pacific histories ded-
icated to worldwide conflict. “Pacific War” chronicles pay close attention to the mo-
tives and actions of European, American, and Asian national belligerents, yet sur-
prisingly little to Pacific peoples. World War I in Europe redistributed German
colonial authority in Papua New Guinea, in Samoa, and around the Marshall Islands,
with concessions made as mandates to Japan in Micronesia. The turbulent seas of
the 1930s and 1940s have been framed by the diplomatic-political maneuvering of
the Pacific War itself—Japanese invasions of China, American responses, and co-
lonial empires under pressure in Indochina, the Dutch East Indies, and the Phil-
ippines. Yet narratives of Pearl Harbor, Midway, Guadalcanal, “island-hopping,”
and Iwo Jima are largely stories of American and Japanese imperial collision, her-
oism, villainy, and sacrifice, with little account of Pacific Island peoples.

Chronicles, often in Bislama and local languages of the “Big Death,” have trans-
formed this tumultuous period with oral narrations of shifting, often treacherous
alliances and loyalties, volunteerism, and cooperation from scouts, conscripts, and
“coastwatchers.” Island veterans’ groups have extolled new heroes such as Jacob
Vouza and the Tahitian battalions sent by the French to fight in Europe, and they
have praised and condemned both Japanese forces and American landing and bomb-
ing operations from local viewpoints. Most of all, such oral and commemorative

Gladney, ed., Making Majorities: Constituting the Nation in Japan, Korea, China, Malaysia, Fiji, Turkey,
and the United States (Stanford, Calif., 1998); Okamura, Imagining the Filipino American Diaspora: Trans-
national Relations, Identities, and Communities (New York, 1998); D. H. Wright and P. Spickard, “Pacific
Islander Americans and Asian American Identity,” in Linda Trinh Võ and R. Bonus, Contemporary Asian
American Communities: Intersections and Divergences (Philadelphia, Pa., 2002).

59 Langi Kavaliku, “Culture and Sustainable Development in the Pacific,” in Antony Hooper, ed.,
Culture and Sustainable Development in the Pacific (Canberra, 2000), 22–31; I. G. Bertram and R. F.
Watters, “The MIRAB Economy in the South Pacific Microstates,” Pacific Viewpoint 27, no. 1 (1985):
47–59; Bernard Poirine, “Should We Hate or Love MIRAB?” The Contemporary Pacific 10, no. 1 (1998):
65–107; Geoff Bertram, “The MIRAB Model Twelve Years On,” The Contemporary Pacific 11, no. 1
(1999): 105–138.
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reconstructions move beyond “loyal native” and “fuzzy-wuzzy angel” characteriza-
tions to form the basis for histories that capture the Pacific at a moment not only
of external violence, but of resulting internal weakness—the delegitimation and frac-
turing of colonial institutions and imperial authority.60 Continuing disputes over co-
lonial legacies are present in the island trust territories that were taken as mandates
and strategic bases during the Cold War. Such implantations reorganized the map
of the Pacific into bases of American power in the Philippines, Hawai�i, Guam, and
Micronesia by linking their economies and statuses to military and political contests
in China, Taiwan, Korea, and Vietnam.61

The critical mass of this era is felt with perhaps the greatest global impact at the
intersection of technology, coral atolls, and ecological spoliation: the atomic and
later nuclear testing that began at Bikini in the late 1940s and was continued by the
Americans, British, and French into the 1960s and 1990s as a prerogative of national
power and colonial domination. The “resettlement” theme in Pacific history is given
one of its cruelest twists by the forced evacuation of Bikini Islanders in the name
of American authority and science, and their reclassification as “nomadic” peoples
presumably capable of reestablishing themselves on any number of Micronesian is-
lands. The ecological threats and reef destruction of testing resulted in a multination
ban on nuclear material in the Pacific, and the criminal sinking of the Greenpeace
ship Rainbow Warrior by agents of the French government in Auckland Harbor also
sharpened resistance to the neocolonial political effrontery of continental powers.62

Numerous studies have subsequently examined the peculiarities of French territorial
rule in terms that unite Gauguin-type artistic legacies with statist imperial power.63

The contests are long. In some Pacific worlds, struggles and legacies concerning

60 Lin Poyer, Suzanne Falgout, and Laurence Marshall Carucci, eds., The Typhoon of War: Micro-
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eds., The Pacific Theater: Island Representations of World War II (Honolulu, 1989); Lindstrom and White,
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Teaiwa, “Bikinis and Other S/pacific N/oceans,” The Contemporary Pacific 6, no. 1 (Spring 1994): 87–109;
Stewart Firth, Nuclear Playground (Sydney, 1987); Robert C. Kiste, “Identity and Relocation: The Bikini
Case,” in Murray Chapman, ed., Mobility and Identity in the Island Pacific, Special Issue, Pacific Viewpoint
26, no. 1 (1985): 106–115; Jean Chesneaux, ed., Tahiti après la bombe: Quel avenir pour la Polynesie?
(Paris, 1995); Bengt Danielsson and Marie Thérèse Danielsson, Moruroa, notre bombe coloniale: Histoire
de la colonisation nucléaire de la Polynésie française (Paris, 1993); Danielsson and Danielsson, Poisoned
Reign: French Nuclear Colonialism in the Pacific, 2nd rev. ed. (New York, 1986); Dé Ishtar, Pacific Women
Speak Out for Independence and Denuclearisation; Christopher Connery, “Pacific Rim Discourse: The
U.S. Global Imaginary in the Late Cold War Years,” in Wilson and Dirlik, Asia/Pacific as Space of
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colonialism are both past and present. Nationalist movements, at times accompanied
by armed violence, mark histories since the 1980s from the Solomons and New Cale-
donia to Fiji and Tahiti, many of them inscribed with unresolved questions of race
and male and female roles and representations.64 The sovereignty question has been
highly visible especially in Hawai�i, where Miliani Trask, Haunani-Kay Trask,
Lilikala� Kame�eleihiwa, and Jonathan Osorio have articulated programs for a non-
American Hawaiian nation.65 Contention also continues in Australia, a regional su-
perpower with economic weight through its agricultural production and manufac-
turing, and political and military capabilities for intervention (especially 1999–2003)
in East Timor and in the Solomons. The government at Canberra reckons with anx-
ieties over an increasing Asian population from China, Singapore, and Malaysia, and
a grim history of encounters with Aboriginal peoples, whose culture it struggles to
recognize officially at sites such as its National Museum. Aotearoa New Zealand
equally reckons with Maori claims by adjudicating land settlements, and through
artistic projects, museum exhibitions, and heritage and tourist promotion in Ro-
torua.66
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Native Hawaiian People: A Case of Spouse Abuse,” in Borofsky, Remembrance of Pacific Pasts, 358–360;
Sally Engle Merry, Colonizing Hawai�i: The Cultural Power of the Law (Princeton, N.J., 1994); Eni F. H.
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Indeed, “tourism” is a category with particularly wide resonance in the Pacific.
Debates focus on whether the increasing impact of leisure and entertainment econ-
omies is transforming the Pacific into a theme park, whether through the enforced
folklorism of the Polynesia Cultural Center in Hawai�i, activist attacks on Japanese
and American capital in Waikiki and “corporate prostitution,” or the great impact
on local economies of cruise ship charters to Tahiti and “cannibal tours” in Melane-
sia. The play between history and culture is a large question, and critics of tourism,
while not opposing visitors, fear and loathe mass commodification of “tradition.”67

Scholar-activists propose “culture” as a messy historical process, drawing out the
problematic simplifications and appropriations of tradition and “kastom” in the Pa-
cific as a means to shape a genuine sense of a local culture and “Pacific Way,” deeply
tied to family and clan and recognition of the earth and sea. Some of these attempts
have struggled to integrate different forms of law and customary practice; others
have been employed to sharply critique strong differences that remain between re-
gional ethnic groups, and male and female access to political and economic rights
behind consumer-friendly representations.68

Pacific histories remain narrations formed at the confluence of different tides
from academic scholarship, political activism, and creative arts and literature. The
Oceanic vision is composed by document and fiction, archives, film, poetry, chants,
dances, novels, and writing by island researchers, writers, and scholars. It is a field
awash with predicaments and tensions in examining pop culture and representa-
tion—tourism, film, writing, and music drawn from inherited tales and practices,
linked to enduring questions of identities and sovereignties.69 These surface in vi-
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196–211; Gerard Finnin and Terence Wesley-Smith, Coups, Conflicts, and Crises: The New Pacific Way?
(Honolulu, 2000); Geoffrey M. White and Lamont Lindstrom, eds., Chiefs Today: Traditional Pacific
Leadership and the Postcolonial State (Stanford, Calif., 1997); Lindstrom and White, eds., Culture, Kas-
tom, Tradition: Developing Cultural Policy in Melanesia (Suva, 1994); Alain Babadzan, “Kastom and
Nation-Building in the South Pacific,” in Remo Guidieri, Francesco Fellizzi, and Stanley J. Tambiah,
eds., Ethnicities and Nations: Processes of Inter-Ethnic Relations in Latin America, Southeast Asia, and
the Pacific (Houston, Tex., 1988), 199–228; Asesela Ravuvu, “Culture and Traditions: Implications for
Modern Nation Building,” in Crocombe et al., Culture and Democracy in the South Pacific, 57–65; Paul
de Deckker and Jean-Yves Faberon, eds., Custom and the Law (Canberra, 2001); Roger Keesing, “Cre-
ating the Past: Custom and Identity in the Contemporary Pacific,” The Contemporary Pacific 1, nos. 1–2
(1989): 16–29; Jocelyn Linnekin, “Defining Tradition: Variations on the Hawaiian Identity,” American
Ethnologist 10, no. 2 (1983): 241–252; Margaret Jolly and Nicholas Thomas, “The Politics of Tradition
in the Pacific: Introduction,” Oceania 62, no. 4 (1992): 241–248.

69 Vicente M. Diaz, “Simply Chamorro: Telling Tales of Demise and Survival in Guam,” in David
L. Hanlon and Geoffrey M. White, eds., Voyaging through the Contemporary Pacific (Lanham, Md., 2000),
141–170; selections from Albert Wendt, ed., Lali: A Pacific Anthology (Auckland, 1980), and Wendt, ed.,
Nuanua: Pacific Writing in English since 1980 (Honolulu, 1995); Hereniko and Wilson, Inside Out ; Alan
Howard, “Cultural Paradigms, History, and the Search for Identity in Oceania,” in Linnekin and Poyer,
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sions of navigation and Chamorro tastes from Vince Diaz and others, to ritual heiau
ceremonies, to postcolonial literature from Albert Wendt, Keri Hulme, and Sia
Figiel, to tales of community experience and individual vision from Alan Duff to
Grace Molisa to Lois-Ann Yamanaka, writing in mixed idioms of Hawaiian, Maohi,
Maori, Fijian, Samoan, or pidgin languages.70

All of these create shifting realms of surfaces and depths. Many questions remain.
To what degree do Pacific Island histories and histories of East and Southeast Asia
remain distinct disciplines, and how should these be understood? Is the Pacific a
colonial or postcolonial realm? What methodologies will best suit research where
academic scholarship has been only one approach to fashioning histories? The ap-
proach here has been to map some of the confluent narratives: ancient navigations,
colonial labor markets and migrations, strategic policy, and culture networks. Re-
fashioning these narratives will be the work that runs below and through islands and
continents connected by water, spaces, times, and places that in their multiple con-
junctures define the histories of an Oceanic Pacific.

Cultural Identity and Ethnicity in the Pacific, 259–279; Meralata Mita, “Indigenous Literature in a Colo-
nised Society,” in Witi Ihimaera, ed., Te Ao Marama: Contemporary Maori Writing, vol. 2: Regaining
Aoteaora: Maori Writers Speak Out (Auckland, 1993), 310–314; Rob Wilson, “Blue Hawaii: Bamboo
Ridge as Critical Regionalism,” in Dirlik, What Is in a Rim?, 281–304; John Osorio, “Songs of Our
Natural Selves: The Enduring Voice of Nature in Hawaiian Music,” in Donald H. Rubinstein, ed., Pacific
History: Papers from the 8th Pacific History Association Conference (Mangilao, 1992), 429–437.

70 Pacific literary classics now include Albert Wendt, Sons for the Return Home ; Wendt, Flying-Fox
in a Freedom Tree (Auckland, 1977); Keri Hulme, The Bone People (Baton Rouge, La., 1983); Sia Figiel,
Where We Once Belonged (New York, 2000); Alan Duff, Once Were Warriors (Honolulu, 1990); Molisa,
Colonised People ; Lois-Ann Yamanaka, Blu’s Hanging (New York, 1998); Patricia Grace, Potiki (Auck-
land, 1986); Epeli Hau�ofa, Tales of the Tikongs (1983; repr., Honolulu, 1994); and Hau�ofa, Kisses in
the Nederends (1987; repr., Honolulu, 1995). Literary and culture studies include Subramani, South
Pacific Literature: From Myth to Fabulation, rev. ed. (Suva, 1992); Paul Sharrad, ed., Readings in Pacific
Literature (Wollongong, 1993); Hereniko and Wilson, Inside Out ; Bill Pearson, Rifled Sanctuaries: Some
Views of the Pacific Islands in Western Literature to 1900 (Auckland, 1984); Rod Edmond, Representing
the South Pacific: Colonial Discourse from Cook to Gauguin (Cambridge, 1997); Vanessa Smith, Literary
Culture and the Pacific: Nineteenth-Century Textual Encounters (Cambridge, 1998); and Norman Toby
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Reviews Journal (1989); Pacific edition of New Literatures Review (1989); Pacific issue of Meanjin 4 (1990);
Pacific issue of Wasafiri 25 (Spring 1997); Pacific Issue of Manoa (Summer 1993); Mana: A South Pacific
Journal of Language and Literature, South Pacific Creative Arts Society, Fiji; Bamboo Ridge, Honolulu;
Pacific Quarterly and Moana, Hamilton New Zealand; Kovave, Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea; On-
dobondo, University, PNG; Span, South Pacific Association for Commonwealth Language and Literature
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