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On occasion Pacific historians have taken a break from the enthusiasm 
with which they pursue either the collection and interpretation of minutiae 
or the grand task of generalisation to address themselves to the nature 
of Pacific history and the direction in which this ever increasing collec
tion of historical information can or should be heading. Some of the 
founding fathers in Pacific history have made their views known on the 
subject, notably J.W. Davidson (1966) and H.E. Maude (1971). While such 
writings have raised a number of issues pertinent to the study of Pacific 
history, they have failed to provide anything approaching a critical evalua
tion of the patterns and possible directions in the field. This is equally 
true of younger historians. Perhaps this is because Pacific historians, 
the majority of whom received their training at the Department of Pacific 
History at the Australian National University set up by Davidson, on the 
whole have been reluctant to break away from the tutelage of their old 
masters. Of course the scope for criticism of the direction of Pacific 
history has never been entirely closed, as indicated by oskar Spate (1978) 
in the festschrift dedicated to Maude. Spate pointed to a need for a wider 
perspective in the study of Pacific history, which he suggested be referred 
to as 'Oceanic history'. While Davidson himself was not immune to this 
approach, it would seem that much of th~ research and writing under his 
direction lost sight of this goal. 

The orientation Spate drew attention to has been taken up more recently 
by Kerry Howe when he pleaded for more direction and less 'monographic 
myopia' in Pacific history. He warned (1979: 81) that "we are finding 
out more and more about less and less. Relatively little consideration 
seems to be given to any overall purpose or direction." The areas he 
delineated as warranting further attention, however, have still to be 
adequately studied and 'monograph myopia' continues to prevail. This is 
exemplified in the works from the University of the South Pacific, which 
surely must take special place in the propagation of virtually directionless 
detail. 

This paper will attempt to survey some of the major trends in Pacific 
history. It is not written from the perspective of an academic trained 
at the Australian National University but from that of a teacher of Pacific 
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history to students who are Pacific Islanders. Many of these students 
seeking to understand the historical processes that have deeply affected 
the present condition of Pacific societies have found that the literature 
usually does not provide adequate answers or ask the relevant questions. 
Over- directed and under-directed research has produced a style in Pacific 
history that, for want of a better cliche, does not discriminate the 'wood 
from the trees' or the "Ocean for the islands" (Spate 197B: 34). 

THE PACIFIC AS PART OF IMPERIAL HISTORY 

The foregoing criticisms were made of course many years after the 
Pacific began to attract the attention of historians. This did not mean 
that a separate field of Pacific history was established because until 
the 1950s it was studied and taught as part of the wider field known as 
imperial, colonial or commonwealth history. Such an approach looked towards 
the Pacific usually only to the extent that it slotted into part of the 
study of European empires, and left the study of 'cultures' and Pacific 
peoples to the abundant supply of anthropologists who descended upon these 
ideal 'laboratories of human behaviour'. While the 'fieldworkers' boasted 
of their intimate knowledge of Pacific societies, the imperial historians 
unashamedly approached the Pacific from a Eurocentric stance. The 
historians, however, did at least put the Pacific in to some kind of world
wide context, although too often only as part of the career of the 'great 
man', whether the explorer or the missionary. Exploration, missionary 
activities, the acquisition and administration of Pacific territories, 
'law and order', European rivalries, and trade, (to a limited extent), 
were some of the major themes that were explored, usually from the dusty 
shelves of libraries outside the Pacific. 

A few members of this earlier school of historians, such as Morrell, 
claimed that they were departing from this Eurocentric perspective, to 
write a history "centred, not in Downing Street, but in the islands" 
(1960: vii). While he and others, such as Deryck Scarr (1967a), did pay 
more meticulous attention to the study of documents relating to the colonial 
period in the Pacific, their approach still centred on the imperial powers 
with minimal devotion to depicting how the forces of colonialism changed 
Pacific societies. Therefore, although some of the first major published 
works dealing with Pacific history delineated the British, French and German 
presence there, they tended to fail to adequately examine the economic 
climate which influenced colonisation or the processes through which this 
radically altered people's lives in the Pacific. For example, Scarr has 
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since been criticised for over-estimating the role of British government 
policy in affecting changes in the Pacific labour trade and adequately 
relating these to the economic depression at this time (Buckley and Klugman 
19B1: 64). Owen Parnaby' s (1964) study cif Britain and the labour trade 
could similarly be criticised. Although he paid careful attention to 
government legislation in Queensland and Fiji he did not sufficiently 
analyse the wider political and economic climate or devote very much 
attention to the people involved, that is the labour recruits and recrui~
ers. In fairness, however, it should be noted that the historical tradition 
in which these scholars had been trained had not as yet been influenced 
greatly by the new methodology of social and economic historians. The 
'imperial historians' were not encouraged to depart from the dusty confines 
of the archives. Nevertheless, although relying heavily on archival source 
material a more embracing approach which did consider the wider economic 
and political context can be noted in some of the research which has dealt 
with German penetration in the Pacific, as collated in the volume edited 
by John Moses and Paul Kennedy (1977). 

The earlier school of imperial historians also did not pay sufficient 
attention to Australian and New Zealand interests in the South Pacific. 
They further failed adequately to analyse the political and economic context 
behind this. Relevant here would be the relationship of development within 
Australia and New Zealand, with interests at an imperial and global level. 
Angus Ross's (1964) study of New Zealand expansion in the Pacific was an 
important step in this direction but it was not until sixteen years later 
that a comparable treatment of nineteenth and early twentieth century 
Australian imperialism was published by Roger Thompson (19BO). It could 
be argued that Ross's and Thompson's studies were no more than revamped 
imperial history because of the lack of attention they paid to Pacific 
Islanders and their responses to this 'sub-imperialism'. [Unlike, for 
example, the aproach taken by Hempenstall (1978) in his treatment of German 
colonies and resistance within them.] From the perspective of analysing 
New Zealand and Australian attitudes and policy, however, these books do 
depart substantially from the older imperial school of Pacific history. 
Indeed, Ross and Thompson clearly stated that they did not aim to write 
Islanders' history but instead sought to examine the forces that came to 
bear directly upon Pacific peoples. In terms of tracing the forces behind 
Australasian impe~ialism these writers also made an important contribution 
by considering the conflict or tensions between the interests of Great 
Britain, the Empire and the White Dominions in the Pacific; "the primacy 
of peripheral forces for political expansion in the growth of the British 
empire" (Thompson 19BO: 224). Thompson's approach is also significant 
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because he identifies the important Australian-based interest groups 
that agitated for expansion in the Pacific. Among these were capitalists 
(mainly Victorian) such as investors in the sugar industry, Burns Philp, 
as well as church and other organisations including the chauvinistic 
Australian Natives I Association. These interest groups and the conflicts 
they faced within the context of Australian politics and policies towards 
overseas expansion have been well treated by Thompson and in this regard 
his book does, I think, clearly differ from the older imperial history. 

As an extension of this approach to imperial-economic history Thompson 
suggested that a book was needed on the informal Australian economic empire 
in Melanesia, in particular, covering the period after the demise of the 
Australian colonial empire. The first volume of Buckley and Klugman I s 
(1981) history of Burns Philp is a welcome step in filling this gap. 
Although commissioned by Burns Philp to write a history of the company 
the authors chose to place this within the context of the political-economy 
of Australia and the South Pacific. Relying extensively on company 
archives, personal correspondence and papers, newspaper files and some 
oral testimony, Buckley and Klugman have sketched a very realistic account 
of the entrepreneurial giants of Australia I s economic development in the 
South Pacific. These were men who clearly had a primary concern with the 
welfare of their business and profit, although they were dictated to by 
the wider economy and also the necessity of maintaining a positive profile 
with regard to the Australian government. 

Histories such as the Burns .Philp study point to one direction that 

the new studies of imperialist forces perhaps will take in the future. 
Initially, however, the break away from the imperial Eurocentric approach 
came largely from the efforts of Davidson. He was instrumental in the 
foundation of a Department of Pacific History within the School of Pacific 
Studies at Canberra. Undoubtedly the key-person in the direction of Pacific 
history from the 1950s onwards, Davidson emphasised the development of 
a Pacific history firmly rooted in the islands and not in Europe. It could, 
however, be argued that although he succeeded to a very large extent in 
encouraging a group of scholars who would no longer devote their scholarly 
years to combing through colonial records, that the emphasis was merely 
a shift from a history written ·as part of European imperialism to one based 
in the seminar rooms of Canberra. Nevertheless, the call for an island
orientated history was taken by the majority of historians who chose to 
study the Pacific. There were some very potent reasons for the popularity 
of this approach and the need to attempt to I correct I the older forms of 
imperial history. At the very time when Davidson and others such as Maude 
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and Gilson were putting energy into setting up a discipline of research 
into Pacific history, they were also concerned with the process of decoloni
sation in Pacific and other former colonial territories. There was a need 
to develop a literature that sought to reverse the view that Pacific 
Islanders were passive victims to the penetration of external forces (see 
Howe 1977a, for a discussion of this); principally a capitalist mode of 
production, the Christian religion, colonial rule, and other European 
institutions and ideas. The same kind of re-writing of colonisation as 
a much more dynamic process also emerged in the changing his tor iography 
of Africa and Latin America. 

The justification advanced, in particular by Maude, was that the 
island-orientated approach was important as a means to put pride back into 
a culture that had been in a dependent and denigrated position under 
colonial rule. The development of a nation's history was part of the 
nationalism concomitant with the transition to indepdence. As Maude (1971: 
19) stated: 

• often, but not necessarily, associated with political 
resurgence is a cultural and intellectual renaissance, as the 
island peoples overcome their self-deprecatory feeling of in
feriority in the face of European technological preeminence and 
recover from cultural disintegration. 

One would hope this would refer to cultural pride but not cultural 
chauvinism. As Spate (1978: 43) noted, it is "very much in a nation's 
interest to have a just pride, but not at all in that interest for it to 
have a legendary inflation of its weight in the scheme of things." Another 
part of this trend, as advanced through the Canberra School, in 'taking 
the imperialism out of Pacific history' was to re-examine the study of 
European contact and settlement in the Pacific. European settlement, 
according to Davidson (1966: 9-10), should not be studied within the 
confines of nationality or imperial connections but in terms of the 
categories of Europeans that moved into the Pacific, and the nature of 
the contact between them and the local people. The result was that the 
Davidson School fostered the studies of 'waves' of Europeans, the "agents 
of Western expansion the explorers, whaling masters, traders, 
planters, diplomats, politicians, missionaries, naval officers, beach
combers" (Davidson 1966: 8). Not only these discreet groups but also the 
study of culture contact and multi-cultural situations were, it 
argued, attempts to 'humanise' and 'socialise' Pacific history. 
the resultant works were studies like Shineberg's (1967) study of 
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wood traders, Gilson's (1980) account of Samoa in the nineteenth century 
and Ralston's (1977) comparative study of beach communities in the Pacific. 
This was a refreshing change from studying the Pacific Islands within the 
confines of the colonial office but it also served to divorce Pacific 
history from significant political processes outside the islands. 

The approach taken by the Davidson School was also seen as a necessary 
aspect of justifying the study of Pacific history as a valuable exercise, 
without needing to justify it as a 'sub-branch' of imperial or colonial 
history. As noted, one defence was that Pacific history was an essential 
part of the decolonisation process. An equally strong argument was that 
the Pacific offered the perfect opportunity for the study of small-scale 
societies, that is, the microcosms of history. Maude (1971: 4) was the 
major exponent of the view that the Pacific was a "natural laboratory" 
for the "edification of the social scientist" which "can be observed in 
detail and in time-depth owing to the smallness of the groups and the 
relatively brief length of their occupancy." The boundaries of study were 
preferably to be those of the island with the historian taking an island 
perspective, looking outwards from the island. Not only did Maude 
articulate this view of the Pacific - a historical version of butterfly 
collecting - but he also justified the study of the region on the under
standing it would contribute to the process of human evolution: ". 
within a span of less than a century one can witness all the gradations 
in cultural development from the cannibal chief to the doctor of philosophy" 
(1971: 6). Critics of this approach might well argue that this has cultural 
imperialism of a kind which tended to ignore those very forces of imperial
ism which island societies were caught up in. Spate (1978: 34) noted some 
of these dangers stemming from academics who seek to become guardians of 
'insular history': 

• . its practitioners may on occasion not see the Ocean for 
the Islands, may be content to be marooned in the tight but so 
safe confines of their little atoll of knowledge, regardless 
of the sweep of the currents which bring life to the isles. 

Part of the plea for the Islander-orientated history was for a change 
in the kind of sources utilised by historians. The desirability of histor
ians breaking loose from the stranglehold of meticulously consulting the 
conventional documentary sources was not, of course, unique to Pacific 
history. One means through which Pacific historians sought to widen their 
perspective was to aim for an interdisciplinary approach, especially with 
anthropology. Dening, however, has pointed out that ethnohistory, often 
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thought of as "no-man' s land between anthropology and history" (1966: 23), 
and thus evoking the suspicion of researchers from both disciplines, should 
be more carefully defined: 

In fact ethnohistory' s prime concern is not with myth, legend 
or genealog~ or with historical reconstruction of illiterate 
societies, or with the origins of these societies. The ethno
historian's prime concern is with the description of illiterate 
societies by literate observers at the time when contact between 
the two has not changed or destroyed the illiterate society. 
On every continent this period of contact and change has been 
caught in the journals and letters of explorers, administrators, 
traders and missionaries (Oening 1966: 25). 

This is one method by which historians can seek to write a history centred 
on island societies, but still it is very dependent upon a EurocentI:ic 
interpretation. A number of historians would also dispute the period 
defined as 'contact' or the extent to which 'illiterate societies' were 
destroyed. It would also seem highly significant, when understanding the 
patterns along which Pacific history has developed to note that while many 
Pacific historians felt comfortable about adapting and using anthropological 
skills and knowledge, that they did not extend, to nearly the same extent, 
this enthusiasm towards the disciplines of economics and sociology. 

Encouragement in the use of oral sources was the other major thrust 
in the direction of Pacific history after the 1950s, although this method 
was not really widely pushed until the sixties and seventies. The study 
of the oral traditions of non-European peoples in the South Pacific drew 
largely from the work by anthropologists and some historians working in 
Africa. A few historians were even dipping into Vansina's (1965) book 
which had pioneered the use of oral traditions as a respectable and valid 
academic endeavour. Oral history, as distinct from just the study of oral 
traditions, did not really come to age in Australian and New Zealand 
universities until the 1970s, when the studies, in particular, by some 
of the British labour and social historians had been published (e.g., Evans 
1975, 1977; Thompson 1978). 

While it is clear that the utilisation of oral sources does widen 
the kind of historical investigation possible, it is somewhat pretentious 
to assume that it will ~ovide "a balance to the European viewpoint 
expressed in the bulk of written sources" (Maude 1971: 9). Much of the 
work done in the Pacific, especially that relying on oral traditions (as 
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compared to oral history}, has not been put to rigorous scrutiny. (For 
good discussions of the utilisation of oral testimony see Bennett 1981, 
King 1978; Munro 1982, discusses the combined use of oral and documentary 
sources.) Examples of slap-dash oral methodology include some of the 
studies published by the Institute of Pacific Studies, such as those on 
Niue (Chapman, et. al. 1982) and Kiribati (Talu, et. al. 1979). In these 
works there has been very little effort to document the sources or cross
check some of the information with other forms of source material. Even 
taking into consideration that these kinds of works were not on the whole 
written (but indeed were supervised) by trained historians, there should 
at least be a greater attempt to establish the background of the informants 
and what their position in a Pacific society is. Otherwise the authors 
run the risk of being accused of writing a distorted version of a society's 
history. Also, considering that many Pacific historians have strongly 
argued that a knowledge of a Pacific language and extensive reliance on 
oral sources is desirable, it is still clear that the bulk of work to date 
does not seriously delve into oral history, with perhaps the notable 
exceptions of work by Corr is (1973) , Moore (1981) and Bennett (1981 ) • 
Instead oral history has too often been used as a rationale for the study 
of the history of the indigenous elite, sustained by the transmission of 
myths and genealogies, which is a long cry from the broader-based people's 
history called for by Denoon (1973). 

Certainly then, there has been plenty of scope for debate on a number 
of the contradictions posed in the study of Pacific history. We can see 
that one of the main dichotemies has been between the call for a wider 
view of the Pacific, one which puts change in Pacific societies into a 
wider perspective, and the argument for an island-orientated history. 
Another difference is that between studying from a thematic or comparative 
perspective and examining a 'monographic' perspective with attention to 
discreet islands, nations or groups of Europeans. The result has been 
the emergence of three main streams in the study of Pacific history. One 
of these could be described as the predominantly monographic approach, 
usually either of Pacific societies, nations or 'waves' of Europeans. 
These studies have been dominated by the work stemming from the Australian 
National University and the Institute of Pacific Studies at the University 
of the South Pacific. Some of this work has been very specialised, to 
produce the 'microcosms of the monographs', exemplified in many of the 
papers published in the Journal of Pacific History and the Journal of the 
Polynesian Society. Maude was perhaps the foremost exponent of this 
approach, as shown in Of Islands and Men (1968) and The Changing Pacific 
(Gunson 1978a), the collection of essays by the first generation of Pacific 
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historians compiled in honour of Maude. The' microcosmic studies' did 
not seek to synthesise while many of the broader monographs were, on the 
whole, compilations but not syntheses of the very specialised studies. 

This is not to deny that there have been some at tempts at integrating 
Pacific history. The main need for this has been to provide general read
able histories for the public. Another purpose of the syntheses has been 
to provide a text for introductory courses in Pacific history, examples 
of which include Douglas Oliver's The Pacific Islands (1961) and the recent 
volumes by Howe (1984) and the members of the Sociology Department at the 
University of the South Pacific (Howard, et. a1. 1983). This relates to 
the need for an overview or a framework to which the mass of specialised 
studies can be related. This type of work has proved to be especially 
necessary for students who are Pacific Islanders and seek to connect and 
understand the specialised knowledge they learn through educational institu
tions, of both the Pacific and wider world, with their own experience and 
understanding of their environment. 

A third kind of approach in Pacific history could be described as 
that which attempts to provide a synthesis but from a thematic or compara
tive basis . Caroline Ralston (1977) attempted this, to some extent, in 
her study of beach communities in the Pacific. Peter Hempenstall's survey 
(1978) of resistance to German colonial rule by Pacific Islanders adopts 
a thematic analysis to a much greater extent. Rather than examining a 
discreet society, trade or island group, Hempenstall cuts across selected 
Pacific societies to arrive at some understanding of the implication of 
these changes for Pacific Islanders. 

THE PACIFIC MONOGRAPHS 

Pacific historians have, however, put most of their energies into 
producing monographs, so we will now survey some of the major ones. Before 
tackling this, it might be useful to ask what the rationale is behind this 
emphasis on specialised discreet stud~es in Pacific history. ,certainly 
the size of a Pacific society or country, either in terms of population 
or land mass, has not dictated the quantity or quality of research done • 

• The most glaring example is the relative lack of monographs concerned with 
the 'big' nations of Vanuatu, Solomons and New Caledonia, in comparison 
to the number of specialisefl studies and monographs that cover societies 
in Polynesia. 
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Who has been doing this research? On the whole, the 'monograph market' 
has been dominated by scholars from the Australian National Lhiversity 
and the Institute of Pacific Studies in Suva. It could be argued that 
these two factories of Pacific studies have been heavily guided by the 
need for (especially in the case of the ANU scholars) to find a doctoral 
topic, or, particularly with regard to the pUblications from the Institute 
of Pacific Studies, to produce, with a considerable degree of urgency, 
an 'Islanders', or local history, aimed particularly at creating a recorded 
identity for newly independent Pacific nations. Both approaches serve 
individual and institutional needs which require closer examination. 

The problems inherent in historical research being directed , by the 
need for budding historians to find 'safe' thesis topics is by no means 
peculiar to Pacific history, or to the discipline as a whole. Doctoral 
research is often encouraged in the 'untouched' areas of history and 
certainly the novelty of Pacific history, combined with the multitude 9f 
islands, cultures and languages, meant that for many years the Ocean was 
wide open for students to lay their claims to being specialists on some 
aspect of the Pacific. Spate (1978: 42) noted this: 

• • • the insular Pacific is so splendidly splitt able into Ph.D. 
topics that it is a very fine training ground in the mechanics; 
but where do we go from here? 

As he observed, the price paid for this has been fragmentation and a lack 
of a critical over-view in Pacific history. This I feel, is compounded 
by the tendency of scholars to avoid re-examining or critically evaluating 
existing research. 

A number of constraints encourage the continuation of this approach 
to writing theses. Money is always a problem, but so is convenience. 
Some scholars are always attracted to a topic because it can be studied 
through a collection of untouched but accessible documents. Nevertheless, 
the use of documentary sources in Pacific history has been very conserva
tive. 

Historians have a reluctance to seek out and utilise records which 
are not lying in archives. They also tend to be scared-off by numbers. 
Quantitative methods, often asserted to be the means to discovering a 
'people's history', have virtually been ignored by Pacific historians. 
One exception is Brij Lal who computed the 45,439 emigration passes of 
the girmityas who embarked from Calcutta for Fiji in order to ascertain 
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data concerning their background. Social and economic historians outside 
the Pacific have for many years been engaged in an .imaginative and fruitful 
use of these methods, in addition to consulting 'unorthodox' records, 
such as hospital records, birth, marriage and death registers, criminal 
files, amongst other possibilities, to delve into a knowledge which 
concerns people's lives, and the changes wrought by the political-economy 
of which they are ilTlTlersed within. (For examples of these trends in 
historical methodology and interpretation, see Gilbert and Graubard 1971, 
Ladurie 1979). As ElTITlanuael LeRoy Ladurie has argued, historians often 
have to break through what they were taught to be the 'territory of the 
histor ian' • 

One of the other major attractions for students of Pacific history 
has been the possibility of fieldwork. Students tutored by Davidson were 
encouraged to do this and ostensibly make use of knowledge derived from 
participant observation and oral sources. When one considers the number 
of fieldworkers that have been in the Pacific and the emphasis recent 
Pacific historians have placed on the use of oral history, it is surprising 
that so few have actually ventured into this past the stage of recording 
myths and legends. There is still an urgent need for oral histories that 
depict people's work conditions and histories, their everyday lives, and 
not just in the ' traditional' context. A good social history of the 
Pacific should, by using oral sources, be able to enlarge our understanding 
of how wider political and economic forces bear upon people's lives. 
Some major areas where this might be applied include, local and world
wide swings in the economy, the effect of world wars, anti-colonial move
ments, the impact of urbanisation, of the cash-wage economy, industrial
isation, and other features brought by the penetration of a new mode of 
production into the Pacific. 

Another factor relevant to academic research in the Pacific has been 
the emphasis placed on scholars in being equipped with a knowledge of 
a Pacific language. As Spate (1978: 42) and others have noted, there 
are so many languages in the Pacific that it is often hard to utilise 
them outside the context of the isl.and group or village being studied. 
This helps to perpetuate a fragmentary approach: "the specialist becomes 
a fine needle trapped in the groove of a monographophone." This is not 
to deny that researchers usually need some understanding of local 
languages, particularly to facilitate empathy with informants even when 
there is an interpreter present. Nevertheless, for the historian, the 
time and attention put into language learning could equally be spent in 
preparing for research by learning other special skills, such as quanti-
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tative methods, or in paying greater attention to historiography, and 
knowledge and methods available from other disciplines. 

Another criticism that can be directed at the research based around 
dissertations is that this tends to be a somewhat conservative process 
of branching out from academic precedents. The fields of interest in 
Pacific history, as indeed with many other studies, are very much self
perpetuating entities. This is strengthened by the domination and concen
tration of post-graduate research on the South Pacific at the Australian 
National University. In fairness, however, this has enabled a pool of 
specialised knowledge to develop and for archival and source material 
to be centralised, stored and co-ordinated, which obviously is of benefit 
to Pacific scholars. 

The scramble for producing more popular monographs written ostensibly 
from an Islander's perspective has emanated not so much from Canberra 
but from the Institute of Pacific Studies in Suva. Many of these histori
cal publications 'have been geared to meet the apparent urgent need for 
a national history of an island group in the pos~-independence period. 
Not all the historical works published from the Institute have had this 
aim in mind, as for example, the publications written by Maude (1981) 
on the Peruvian Slave Trade or Gilson's (1980) history of the Cook Islands 
from 1820-1950. With the exception of some historical publications like 
the latter, the monographs produced from the Institute are at best popular 
accounts often containing useful information but, on the whole, falling 
short of analysing the historical patterns and forces that have affected 
these nations. A number of questions need to be asked when contemplating 
the production of a popular monograph. What use is it intended to serve? 
Who is it aimed at but who will actually read it? Villagers, first year 
social science students looking for easy information, the reviewers, or 
tourists? Do these histories stimulate an awareness or understanding 
of historical forces in island states or do they just perpetuate certain 
corrmonly held myths and collect 'facts' that only serve to reinforce the 
understanding shared by certain groups in that society? A problem with 
these kind of monographs is that they are often held up as the 'official 
history' or they are quickly gleaned for pertinent information and then 
ignored. When surveying the major monographs on the South Pacific, one 
should bear in mind the conflict between the array of 'academic mono
graphs', frequently too difficult or microscopic for Pacific students 
(and other students too) to understand and the assortment of popular 
histories. The latter, from a learning perspective; and as attempts at 
understanding historical change, are too often superficial and have not 

20 



been subjected to a more rigorous methodology and analysis. 

Looking more closely at actual studies, at first glance it might 
appear that we have a plethora of monographs dealing with various countries 
within the university region. A closer survey, however, indicates the 
glaring gaps that are still prevalent. One of the problems, which on 
occasion has been asked in Pacific history, and perhaps should be raised 
more often, is whether or not this concentration on the individual islands 
is the most appropriate approach. Works that study themes or adopt a 
comparative analysis such as Hempenstall's (1978) attempt to understand 
colonial resistance may perhaps further the understanding of Pacific 
history more than those which study a movement within a country in 
isolation from similar processes in other Pacific islands. Hempenstall 
has also departed somewhat from the island-orientated approach by 
delineating his field of study as that of Pacific Islanders living under 
a particular colonial rule. 

Samoa 

Given that historians argue that they do need to define their bound
aries carefully (and often narrowly) for the sake of historical rigour -
what have they produced, principally in the form of published works, from 
an island perspective? Turning first to Western Samoa, one can find a 
mass of information in Gilson's (1970) study of nineteenth century change 
there, and Davidson's (1967) treatment Qf the period up to independence 
in Samoa mo Samoa. Both are very important, meticulously researched works, 
and until a fresh approach is taken, these will continue .to be the 
'official histories' of Western Samoa. Davidson's role within the Samoan 
public service and as an adviser to the Government there shaped his 
perspective on Samoan history. Thus,while he recognised the significance 
of examining the per iod of colonial contact, he saw the important change 
as being the adoption of democratic processes. He assessed the present 
as: "a world order has emerged is one in which all countries and peoples 
claim equality with all others in terms of rights and human dignity, if 
not in those of wealth and power" (1967: ix). The major change in non
Western societies was characterised by Davidson as being related to a 

• transformation in the "character, scale and stages" of this "rise of 
democracy" (1967: ix). While Davidson clearly was empathetic to the people 
of Western Samoa his book' did not really tackle processes within Samoan 
society; especially economic, social and political changes associated 
with the penetration of German and New Zealand based capitalism, the 
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impact of plantations, or, for example, the role of migrant traders such 
as the Chinese. How did this affect class formation, and in particular, 
where did those people of mixed descent fit into it. Davidson tended 
to concentrate on personalities rather than groups or classes, with the 
result that the part Samoan-palagi were classified as "mediators between 
two cultures" (1967: 69). This may be a valid observation but what other 
interests did this group represent? 

A monograph covering Western Samoa, similar to the style of Colin 
Newbury's (198Da) treatment of French Polynesia, would I think, lead to 
a more probing economic and social history of Western Samoa. There is 
also a need for greater understanding of the impact of colonialism and 
the reaction to this. Hempenstall has accounted for the German period 
but a social-economic history that enlarges upon the period of political 
domination by New Zealand and the Mau struggle is needed. This means 
not simply a constitutional narrative or an emotive plea to Samoan 
nationalism, based on government sources and interviews with selected 
members of the elite, but a re-working of existing data and examination 
of other sources to place these changes in a wider perspective and also 
in order to be able to critically assess the response by Samoans. The 
gap between the anthropological studies of Samoans and the somewhat 
restricted perspective shown in the constitutional type of history needs 
to be bridged. 

The Samoan monograph by Davidson also needs to be re-evaluated for 
another serious reason. Although he felt a deep involvement with the 
people there, his emotional attachment did not necessarily promote a 
critical examination of developments within Samoan history. Some of his 
statements would today be considered naive: as "the confident, gracious 
and unhurrying way of life of the Samoan people • • • a pattern of thought 
and behaviour that is satisfying, dignified and complete" (1967: 3). 
Davidson (1967: 30) briefly referred to social problems within Samoan 
society, but a study of internal conflicts and tensions highlighted by 
external forces is lacking. 

Similarly, the monographs dealing with Tongan hIstory are inadequate 
to an understanding of internal developments, especially with regard to 
the conditions and response by different classes in Tonga. Secondly, 
Tongan history has yet to be placed into the context of wider political 
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and economic developments in the South Pacific and thos e further afield. 
It possibly is an underestimation to draw attention to the starring role 
played by the Taufa 'ahau family in written accounts of Tongan history, 
and the 'supporting role' of the miss ionaries , especially Shirley Baker. 

The principal monographs on Tonga include Sione Latukefu' s (1974) 
survey of Wesleyan missionary activity and their political involvement 
between 1B22-77. While Latukefu is critical of the missionaries, he still 
has placed considerable emphasis, in a somewhat less critical account , 
on Tupou' s rise to power. Noel Rutherford has been responsible for the 
compilation of the other two monographs. One examines the relati onship 
between Shirley Baker and King of Tonga, with the result that Baker's 
personality and role in Tongan affairs has been re-evaluated from the 
images promoted by Basil Thomson in the nineteenth . century of the 
"ignorant, venal, tyrannical and hypocritical person who manipulated Tongan 
affairs for his own aggrandizement" (1971: x). Instead, Rutherford 
indicates that Baker played a vital role in the transition in Tonga from 
a "tribal, quasi-feudal society into a modern constitutional state ••• 
and . from dependence on subsistence agriculture the country was enabled 
to progress to a money economy based on trade" (1971: 117). Baker's role 
in helping to preserve the relative independence of Tonga has also been 
s tressed. The other monograph is a collection of papers, entitled, 
Friendly Islands: A History of Tonga (1977). 

While these books contain useful accounts, particularly for the 
nineteenth century, one might hope that future research will depart from 
the confined circles of the Tongan nobility and European missionaries . 
The history of the elite groups and 'great people' certainly has dominated 
accounts of the island group. For example, very little has been published 
on the Tonga ma Tonga Kautaha, that is the Tongan copra cooperative of 
1 909-1 O. A .0. Couper (1968) has br iefl y ref erred to this, while Penny 
Lavaka's (1981) ·more comprehensive account concentrates on the important 
personalities and conservatively assesses the cooperative in terms of 
British-Tongan relations. Also, a more critical approach to the role 
played by the Tongan leaders in preserving the relative independence of 
their country is needed , so that wider political and economic factors 
are taken into account, such as the economic reasons behind the lack of 
European interest'there. 

Another serious gap has been research on twentieth century Tongan 
history, as indicated by the pre-eminence given to the nineteenth century 

in Rutherford's collection. The chapter in the book covering Queen Salote's 
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reign, exemplifies this elitist, superficial and narrow approach, ignoring 
any critical analysis of the socio-economic conditions of the Tongan 
people. One possible reason for the bias in Tongan history towards 
idolising royalty might be because of the difficulties faced by Tongans 
when criticising their rulers. This would hardly apply to scholars who 
did not reside within Tonga, but instead may reflect a desire by them 
for vicarious status and power. 

Cook Islands 

A comprehensive history of the Cook Islands from 1820-1950 is now 
available, written by Richard Gilson (1980) and edited (posthumously) 
by Ron Crocrombe. This is an interesting monograph which provides a 
mountain of information, highlighting problems in the Cook Islands' 
political and economic ties with the New Zealand government and other 
commercial interests there. The political developments from 1944-1970 
have been covered, but are still hidden in the unpublished theses of David 
Stone (1967, 1971). A co~cise and very readable study of economic 
relations between the Cook Islands and New Zealand has been treated by 
Michael Bellam (1981) • He draws attention to the underdevelopment of 
the region, which he argues New Zealand dominance is largely responsible 
for. 

Nevertheless, as noted with many of the surveys of the other island 
groups, a comprehensive social history of the Cook Islands is lacking 
which would enlarge our understanding of these political changes and 
economic problems. Gilson's publication has, in my opinion, made a useful 
start in this direction. 

Raeburn Lange (1982) has recently completed a specialised thesis 
tracing the historical patterns of health and disease in the Cook Islands 
until 1946. Minimal research has been undertaken in Pacific history, 
which like this study, examines an essential facet of people's lives 
against the background of wider changes influencing Island societies. 
Lange has also discussed the response by Islanders to changes in their 
health, both in terms of accepting 'solutions' such as Christianity and 
in reliance upon indigenous remedies rather than sinking into any 
"collective despair" (1982: 164) as some early pessimistic historians 
may have assumed. 
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The 'Mini-states' 

The smaller islands of Niue and the Tokelaus have not, as yet, been 
subjected to the more detailed kind of monograph, such as Gilson's history 
of the Cook Islands. The same also applied to studies of Kiribati and 
Tuvalu until the recent publication of Barrie MacDonald's (1982) detailed 
history of the island groups. Prior to this there were some specialised 
papers concerned with particular aspects of the history of these islands, 
such as Maude's studies of the evolution of social institutions and 
trading patterns in the Gilbert and Ellice Islands and MacDonald's (1970) 
coverage of constitutional developments there. (An extensive bibliography 
of Maude·' s writing can be found in Gunson 1978.) 

Apart from this, the general histories of Niue, Kiribati and Tuvalu, 
until the appearance of MacDonald's (1982) study, were written under the 
auspices and format of the Institute of Pacific Studies 'group histories'. 
These were collective efforts, fulfilling the original Davidson-Maude 
dream of a history written by local people and the subsequent demand by 
local academics and their students (often now politicians) for a history 
relevant to the Islanders' needs. Ieremia Tabai, the Chief Minister of 
Kiribati, commented on books written by foreigners about the Gilbert 
Islands: "An unintended consequence has been to undermine the confidence 
of our people in their own potential and opinions" (Talu 1979: xi). 

Nevertheless, these books were produced under the supervision of 
professional academics and the local writers were given a brief training 
in Pacific history and methods at workshops held on the islands. [For 
example, the training and writing of the book on Tuvalu (Laracy 1983a) 
was mainly done in three workshops, each two weeks long.] Another common 
feature of the Institute of Pacific Studies' 'group histories' is that 
they were cooperative ventures with the individual governments. As part 
of this island-oriented approach the histories relied heavily on oral 
sources and were published in English and the vernacular language of the 
nation under study. 

These group studies have served a number of purposes. They aimed 
to fulfil a perceived need by. local people and academics for cheap, 
accessible, read~ble histories of these newly independent nations. They 
were venues through which myths and legends could be recorded and 
circulated, along with the narratives of the missionary record, the 
establishment of colonial rule and the 'path to decolonisation'. All 
these books followed a similar format, with a large section devoted to 
'prehistory', 'origins', 'creation' and traditional beliefs and practices. 
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(Half of the Niue book, for example, is devoted to these topics.) The 
emphasis on this is presumably because it reflects the Islanders' 
interests. All these books do contain some useful information on contacts 
with Europeans and the impact of colonialism on the societies, but it 
can be argued that this still needs to be placed in a wider context. 
The relationship of this to local economic, political and social changes 
needs far more critical attention. 

It is, perhaps, too easy to criticise these group histories for 
lacking analysis when, in fairness, the majority of the writers were not 
professionally trained historians. They were also charged with writing 
fairly comprehensive histories in considerable haste. In addition, these 
writers would argue that these books are indigenous histories and should 
reflect what they (and presumably their informants) consider relevant. 
Does this mean that historical accuracy should be disregarded? Indeed, 
in the preface to the Tuvalu book the justification for the inclusion 
of myths in a history is stated: "The narrative may be concerned with 
the way in which people have thought about the past, as much as - or more 
than - with what actually happened." Again, "A history book may be a 
record of cherished stories." If myths are to be included then the 
identity of the story-tellers, or at least the interests they represent 
in the society, needs firmer clarification. Should only traditional story
tellers or leaders be relied upon as informants? All these books suffer 
from a lack of documentation and critical evaluation of the source 
material, although the writers of the monograph on Tuvalu have claimed 
that they attempted where possible to cross-check their data with the 
available documentary evidence. This is not to deny that Pacific history 
should be written from the island perspective, but it is a plea for 
more critical, probing history, especially that which examines social, 
economic and political patterns in the islands over the last few centuries. 
More studies are being completed, such as Doug Munro's (1982) history 
of Tuvalu from 1820-1908, which is based upon a detailed use of oral and 
documentary sources. It will be interesting to see if the anticipated 
history of the Tokelaus, yet another Institute of Pacific Studies produc
tion will depart from the island pattern. It could also be noted here 
tJiat while Nancy Vivani (1970) has provided a detailed narrative of the 
history of Nauru, it might be refresning to see a study of the island 
more in terms of its place within the world-wide phosphate economy and 
the implications of this for Nauruans. 

MacDonald's Cinderallas of the Empire (1982) does, however, begin 
to substantially fill in many of the gaps so evident in the earlier 
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histories of Kiribati and Tuvalu. He has synthesised data from a range 
of different sources, including official records, missionary sources and 
other private papers, in addition to testimony gathered during fieldwork 
and interviews. This has enab,led him to delineate some of the major 
poli tical, economic and social changes in the island group since contact 
with Europeans. This study is detailed, but well documented and strong 
on colonial policy and constitutional developments, especially during 
the period of decolonisation. His treatment of the major economic patterns 
is also useful, particularly for the early period where he illustrates 
the eager participation of local people in trade. The book therefore 
contributes to those studies that seek to redress the 'fatal impact' 
school. Perhaps, however, there is still room for more analysis of the 
implications of historical changes for the people of Kiribati and Tuvalu. 
Indeed, MacDonald was aware of the limitations of trying to write such 
a monograph when there was little basis in the form of a general history 
of the region, which is perhaps why he somewhat modestly subtitled the 
book as "Towards a history". 

French Polynesia 

Another major recent contribution to Pacific history has been the 
pUblication of Colin Newbury's Tahiti Nui (198Da). This study provides, 
in addition to that by Thompson and Adloff (1971), a wider context in 
which to place some of the interesting, but specialised research on French 
Polynesia in the nineteenth century. The ~ritings, for example, by Gunson 
(1952, 1969), Parsonson (1967) and Morrell (1960), have tended to dwell 
on the explorers, religious change, the missionaries and political 
manoeuvres and interventions in the first half of the nineteenth century. 
Maude pioneered a detailed, but somewhat narrow investigation into the 
pork trade between Tahiti and Port Jackson in the earlier years of the 
century. Newbury has very critically re-examined much of this research, 
in addition to consulting new information available from documentary 
sources ~ 'Traditional' Tahitian society has been carefully studied by 
Douglas Oliver (1974), but Newbury chose critically to cover the period 
after contact with Europeans and the relationships and impact of this. 
F or examples of his reworking (in a treatment that is reminescent of 
the approach tak~n by Peter France 1969), Newbury has questioned the 
significance of the 'arms traffic' as a factor in political change (1980a: 
10) and the tendency by historians to accept that the Pomares had a 
monopoly on trade in the early nineteenth century in Tahiti (1980 a : 31). 
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The result, I feel, is a type of monograph that provides a far more 
penetrating and broader, but meticulous account of nineteenth century 
French Polynesia than was possible through the specialised studies. It 
is also a work that begins to meet the glaring need for historical 
analysis of French territories in the Pacific in the twentieth century. 
Al though Newbury's book concentrates on the pre-1914 period and does not 
venture past 1945, this was a relevant date to terminate at because it 
marks the period Newbury considers to be when French Polynesia was more 
fully integrated into the political - economy of the metropolitan power, 
rather than being controlled by econOmic interests separate from the 'care
taker government' of France. Newbury's book concentrates on the develop
ment of a local market economy, and the social and political implications 
of this. As he correctly perceived (198oa: xiv), the history of French 
Polynesia has been almost devoid of economic and social historical 
analysis: 

the French territories, including the more advanced 
industrial economy of New Caledonia, are insulae incognitae, 
and works in the English or French dealing with their societies 
concentrate heavily on the age of exploration and the activities 
of the first settlers. 

Newbury relates this to class formation, particularly the rise of local 
entrepeneurial elites. His approach is part of the trend by Pacific 
historians to try to correct the 'fatal impact' theory and not see 
Islanders as passive victims, devoid of their own interests · and aspira
tions. Newbury does not ignore conflict but he also stresses continuity, 
or the strategies by which local groups accommodated to the development 
of local markets: ". • early evidence, then, suggests that Tahitians 
were not averse to agricultural production but were sensitive to price 
changes and eager to SEl,e immediate returns from investment of time and 
labour" (1 98oa: 164-165) • Nei ther does he ignore colonial and wider 
economic forces, and indeed, carefully relates these changes in local 
markets to the consumption- levels of staples, especially copra, in Europe 
and North America (see especially chapter 9). 

New Caledonia 

While I do not propose to discuss the current historical pUblications 
available in French or English on New Caledonia, it is worth noting that 
the decolonisation of its history may be something which has to wait 
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until after independence. Thompson and Adloff's volume (1971) does 
provide considerable details in the meantime for the general reader. 
Kerry Howe's (1977b) monograph dealing with Loyalty Islanders during 
t he first sixty years of European contact is an important work which 
would be useful to comment on here. He very clearly has tried to write 
a history with the Islanders as the 'protagonists'. One of his main 
t hemes, as expounded on in his 1977a paper, has been to correct the 'fatal 
impact' theory with regard to this island group. Indeed, Howe (1 977b: 
x) is hard-hitting in his appraisal of the motives behind writers who 
perceive the Islanders as passive 'sleeping dogs': 

• • • the belief that Europeans were VlClOUS invaders is a burden 
commonly shouldered by "liberal" writers to assuage feelings 
of guilt for either real or imagined harm done to Islanders 
at the hands of their forefathers - a case of inverted racism. 
Such writers thus frequently reveal more of their emotional 
and racial view of the world than of the culture contacts they 
purport to analyse. 

Instead Howe (1977b: xi) demonstrates how the Islanders were active 
participants in the processes that affected them, often seeking to 
further their own ends: 

• at least some Pacific Islanders were not basking in 
idyllic contemplation of their Arcadia before canvas sails 
appeared over the horizon; that ir.l most of their responses 
to European presence Loyalty Islanders generally took their 
own initiatives in an enthusiastic, even aggressive manner 
such that any socio-political and economic changes, although 
inspired by Europeans and their technology, were frequently 
the result of the Islanders' own actions; and that Loyalty 
Islands' culture had great capacity to absorb innovation and 
change constructively and creatively: the processes of 
acculturation do not necessarily result in any form of social 
dislocation. 

Another researcher might well dispute this 'minimal impact' theory, 
but certainly this book does demonstrate how it is possible to write 
a detailed, critical and penetrating study of a small Pacific island 
group. Perhaps of even more importance, this work, along wi th those 
of, for example, Corris, indicates how the excuse t hat a population 
does not have sufficient records with which to write a comprehensive 
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history is not acceptable. A more potent factor may be the enthusiasm, 
time and imagination of the researcher. A good example of this would be 
the important contribution Howe has made to Pacific history in his treatment 
of labour migration and the importance of trade for Loyalty Islanders. 

Vanuatu 

The paucity of historical monographs encompassing regions subject 
to French colonialism includes Vanuatu. The complications and neglect 
arising from the Condominium possibly has contributed to the still obvious 
lack of a monograph dealing with economic, social and political change 
in the former New Hebrides. Hugh Laracy's or Gordon Parsonson's anticipated 
histories of the region perhaps may serve to close this gap. To date, 
there is no adequate published history of either French, British or 
Australian political and economic penetration there, let alone tackling 
this from an 'island' viewpoint with regard to the foreign influences. 

Some of the monographs written primarily as accounts of European 
contacts with the island group do cover aspects of Vanuatu's history, such 
as Shineberg' s (1967) study of the sandalwood trade, Hilliard's (1978) 
account of the Melanesian mission, and the history of Burns Philp (Buckley 
and Klugman 1 9B3) • A number of contemporary accounts emerged during the 
transition to independence and the crisis surrounding this (Plant 1977; 
Lini 1980), but these were primarily to facilitate an awareness amongst 
local and overseas people of Vanuatu's problems, as articulated by ni
Vanuatu political figures. 

As part of this need to develop a ni-Vanuatu identity, and in prepara
tion for the independence celebrations, the Institute of Pacific Studies 
facilitated another 'group monograph', simply entitled Vanuatu (Weightman 
and Lini 1980). Written in three languages, the pUblication was not 
intended to be a historical study, but rather in the nature of a 'patriotic 
yearbook' designed to provide basic information and instil pride in the 
new nation. A much more complex history of Vanuatu is obviously needed. 

Solomon Islands 

A similar need can be extended to the treatment of historical studies 
dealing with the Solomon Islands, although in this case specialised 
monographs, not necessarily, being histories of the island group as a whole 
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have provided valuable information and some analysis that is not available 
to the same extent for Vanuatu or New Caledonia. Some journal articles provide 
particular historical and anthropological accounts, while the more 
comprehensive treatments of the sandalwood trade, labour migration, mission
ary influence and Maasina Rule have been covered, in particular, by · 
Shineberg (1967), Parnaby (1964), Corris (1973), Moore (1981), Laracy 
(1976), Keesing (1980) and Worsley (1957). 

While some of these works have been discussed in other sections of 
this paper, it can be noted here that a number of the more interesting 
pUblications in Pacific history have emanated from research centred on 
the Solomon Islands. In particular, many of the above mentioned works 
have succeeded in humanising Pacific history to some extent, which is part 
of the approach aiming to delineate change from the perspective of a Solomon 
Islander. Corris's monograph of labour migration to Queensland (as 
discussed elsewhere), stands out as a prime example of how oral history 
may be utilised. Judith Bennett (1981) adopted a similar methodology, 
but more in the nature of a loosely structured surve·y in order to examine 
the work histories of Solomon Islanders employed as plantation labourers. 
Clive Moore (1981) has completed an excellent study, based to some extent 
on oral sources, of the Malaitans who emigrated to MacKay in Queensland. 

Keesing and Corris (1980) have recently combined oral and documentary 
sources to add yet another interesting instalment to the endless 'Cargo' 
studies inspired by Maasina Rule. The latest pUblication by Laracy (1983b), 
essentially a collection of documents pertaining to Maasina Rule, was 
published in the guise of an Institute of Pacific Studies 'group history' 
(see page iii), which continues to contribute to the urgency felt by many 
historians to put the 'story' in the Islanders' hands. This is a worthy 
aim but it may be time to ask just how Pacific Islanders, or indeed any 
interested reader, will utilise such a volume unless required to do so 
for an academic assignment. A substantial proportion of the Maasina Rule 
story has been combed over, both in terms of an interdisciplinary approach 
and by consulting a variety of sources. Worsley's (1957) analysis still 
provides perhaps the best description and framework, and one wonders whether 
Laracy's desire to plant Maasina Rule more firml.y within the context of 
'Pacific protest' ,is little more than a change in terminology than of 
interpretation. Nevertheless there are some differences which Laracy 
(1983b: 33-34) possibly could have elaborated upon. He suggests that the 
millenarian aspects of Maasina Rule should not be exaggerated but also 
argues that Worsley has overestimated it as a form of secular political 
opposition. Instead Laracy draws attention to the background of Christian 

31 



and democratic ideology which was articulated in fYlaasina Rule but above 
all he stresses the issue of sel f esteem or I brotherhood I as fundamental 
to this movement. 

One generalisation may still be made, regardless of the many and varied 
studies which have focused on Maasina Rule. [See Appendix B in Laracy 
(19B3b) for a useful bibliography of this.] Historians and other writers 
have now established the validity of eXamining what some observers may 
consider freakish antics, or behaviour narrowly explained as seeking to 
forge an indentity or to cope with cultyral or psychological cataclysms. 
Although researchers have taken somewhat different perspectives and relied 
·on varied sources, they have sought, with degrees of depth, to understand 
Maasina Rule and . other forms of protest in the Solomon Islands against 
the background of the profound political, economic and social changes 
instigated since European contact and capitalist penetration into the 
region. The pioneering work done by anthropologists on cargo cults, whether 
in the Solomon Islands or elsewhere, has furthered the respectability, 
if not the trendiness, for historians to devote their research to the many 
responses and protests by Pacific Islanders, which in itself necessitates 
an imaginative use of source material. 

James Boutilier (197B, 1 979, 1980, 1 982) could not be accused of 
following this trend in quite the same way. His studies have been confined 
mainly to the expatriates in the Solomon Islands, whether they be colonial 
administrators, women or missionaries. While he may be criticised for 
tending to rehash material found in other more specialised monographs, 
he has attempted to examine aspects of this within an analytical framework, 
even if at times it leans towards an exercise in the application of 
anthropological jargon. For example, one detailed study has examined 
district officers, as the m1ddlemen between the colonial administration 
and the people in the Solomon Islands Protectorate. Boutilier (1982: 35) 
defined district officers as: "standing at the interface between the 
imperial or encapsulating power and the indigenous or encapsulated 
societies." 

In another paper Bootiliar turned to an examination of the colonial 
order in relation to the pacification of fYlalaita. One is still left with 
a suspicion that he is an apologist for the British administration, as. 
indicated in the last sente~ce of the following quotation (1979: 77): 
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• a fundamental change was occurring, albeit slowly, in 
imperial attitudes towards pacification, namely the transition 
from essentially punitive and extractive policies to ones which 
were characterized by service to the islanders and the encourage
ment of local government. We can see now, by virtue of hindsight, 
that these latter policies were paternalistic and pitifully 
inadequate. Nonetheless, they reflected a more mature and 
sensitive appreciation of needs and aspirations of the Malaitans 
and were in keeping with changing world attitudes towards colonial 
rule. 

He does, however, suggest that cooperation by Malaitans was vital in this 
process, especially as they came to believe the colonial propaganda that 
was fed to them. That is, it would be good for them. 

In a somewhat different style but still in the pursuit of ostensibly 
recording island-centred studies, the Institute of Pacific Studies has 
not ignored the Solomon Islands. Again, there are the usual 'group 
affairs' which have been directed more at describing land tenure, consti
tutional matters, and the transition to independence from colonial rule 
(Saemala 1979, Crocombe and Ali 1982; see also, Paia 1974, 1975, though 
not published through IPS). The obvious neglect is that of a substantial 
economic and social historical analysis. 

Historians do have at their disposal quite a pool of specialised 
knowledge relating to aspects of the hi9tory of Solomon Islanders, but 
this urgently needs to be synthesised to delineate transitions in the 
political-economy there and what this meant for the lives of the people 
concerned. The basis for an interesting and challenging social history 
which might examine, for example, class formation has been laid with 
some of the above studies and it is hoped that this momentum will continue. 

Finally, in this survey of the 'island-centred' monographs, it is 
perhaps surprisi'1g that historiahs have not devoted more attention to 
Fiji because of the country's prominent position in the South Pacific 
and the availability of substantial relevant records and early historical 
accounts. In this brief survey I will only consider the important works 
written from a historical perspective and not the earlier commentaries 
of mainly missionaries and administrators (e.g., Cargill in Schutz 1977, 
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Thomson 1908) referred to in many subsequent histories. In confining 
this discussion to the historical monographs, it can be seen that there 
are four main divisions; those pertaining to Fijian and colonial history, 
others which document the Indian record in Fiji, while the remainder may 
be described as works of a biographical nature or monographs dealing with 
an industry such as sugar or beche-de-mer (e. g., Moynagh 1981, Ward 1972; 
Atu Baines is currently involved in doctoral research, entitled, 'Fijian 
Labour in the Goldmining Industry 1930-1970', at the Australian National 
University). These industrial histories will be examined in a later 
section of this paper. I have chosen not to examine the monographs which 
focus on some of the 'great men' in Fijian history as exemplified in 
Scarr's (1973) biography of Sir John Thurston, and his books on Ratu Sir 
Lala Sukuna (1980, 1983). [Heasley (1981) has reviewed the Thurston volume 
and see Robertson (1982) for a review article on the Ratu Sukuna biography. 
Durutalo (1983: 11) makes some very critical cOlTVTlents about the 'Ratu 
Sukuna Cult'.J 

R.A. Derrick (1946, revised 1950) began the arduous task of writing 
an 'official history' of Fiji, although he only completed one volume, 
which terminated in 1874. It is always easy to criticise these early 
historical monographs, but it should be remembered that Pacific history 
was still very much at the pre-teething stage during these years. 
Derrick's history is detailed and descriptive, although an interesting 
and readable narrative. When Derrick wrote his monologue df wars, intrigue 
and the build- up to cession by Britain, he did not attach much faith in 
deriving knowledge about indigenous Fijians either before the period of 
contact with Europeans or from a Fijian perspective: 

The history of Fiji, as indeed that of any group if islands 
in the Pacific, must be written largely from the viewpoint of 
the European, for the period preceding European discovery is 
entirely undocumented, and there are gaps in our knowledge even 
of the nineteenth century (1950: xi). 

While he did not dismiss the use of oral traditions entirely, such an 
a$sumption would horrify historians trained in the Davidson-Maude school. 
Derrick was, however, stating the limitations as he perceived them and 
in some ways we can ask to what extent many Pacific historians have gone 
past Derrick's belief? 

Like many other writers, Derrick (1950: 38) emphasised the devasting 
impact of European contact on Fijian society: 
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These events were the first faint streaks of light that 
announced the beginning of a new era, which was to burst upon 
Fiji with the suddenness of a tropical dawn • • • The Fijian 
paid dear for these first encounters with Europeans. 

Such a view is no longer tenable, both in view of subsequent research and 
re-interpretation, but also because the 'fatal impact' perspective is 
Eurocentric and tends to exaggerate the intruders' initial power and 
influence. Peter France has developed the latter argument (see 1969: 19-
28). Similarly he has disputed the prominence which historians such as 
Derrick and Maude (1968) have given to beachcombers, and in particular 
to Charles Savage, as a major instigator behind the victory of Naulivou 
and the rise of Bau. This myth, still persistent in Fijian history, 
was recorded by Derrick (1950: 46): "Savage and his like changed Fiji 

They ushered in a new era • • ." France (1969: 21) has challenged 
this view: 

And yet it may be that these readings of history are merely 
further examples of the ethnocentricity of the white man in 
reconstructing the past. Charlie Savage and his musket would 
not long have survived in Fiji had it not been for the protec
tion of Naulivou, and it is a EUropean reading of history that 
makes Savage solely responsible for elevating Bau to a position 
of superiority in the group. 

The overwhelming impact of firearms in radically altering warfare and 
the balance of power in Fiji has also been disputed by France (1969: 21-
22). Nevertheless the debate over the impact of introduced weapons remains 
a contentious issue, not only in Fiji but also in other parts of the 
Pacific. 

By way of contrast, both in terms of style and for a critique of 
many assumptions Derrick and other historians have made, one can refer 
to Peter France's Charter of the Land (1969). This work is also highly 
readable and pays greater attention to analysis and the development of 
a framework to synthesise the data. Indeed, in this respect the book 
is unique, not only with regard to the literature dealing with Fiji, but 

I 

also that of the Pacific in general. The main hypothesis of France's 
monograph pertains to the creation of a 'Fijian orthodoxy', in which 
Sir Arthur Gordon was instrumental (see especially chapter 7). Rather 
than waste words eulogizing the Governor, France depicts how he had in 
fact a na~row elitist perception even if Gordon considered himself an 
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'expert' with a penetrating understanding of native Fijian society. France 
does note that Gordon was faced with interests which he identified as 
preserving indigenous institutions and limiting the alienation of land to 
Europeans, but also to make sure that the colony was pacified and finan
cially viable. Attention is drawn to Gordon's own background from the 
Scottish aristocracy and his fascination with anthropology, which meant 
that he was drawn to accepting a rigid, chiefly and communally based version 
of native Fijian society. Much of what Gordon assumed was 'traditional' 
was merely regional custom or had been modified by developments in the 
nineteenth century. France contends that native Fijian custom and society 
was probably much more flexible than the model which subsequently came 
to be accepted. 

Gordon was responsible for the implementation of the Fijian administra
tion and laying the basis for the codification of land tenure, that is, 
the orthodoxy upon which Fijian 'development' was based. Thus, native 
Fijians should stay content in their villages, keep away from urban life 
and business and listen to what their chiefs tell them. France discusses 
three main foundations of this and shows, with careful documentation, how 
they became part of the late-nineteenth century fabricated orthodoxy. 
The Council of Chiefs, considered during the colonial era as the official 
political representatives of native Fijians, was given such authority in 
1880. 8efore then such councils usually met only during times of war (1969: 
108-109). The sanctity subsequently attached to communally owned land, 
under the matagali was also a distortion, as previous land tenure had no 
fixed rules, individual tenure had been permitted and a precise definition 
of the functions of the matagali had never been clear (see 1969: 112, 136ff, 
173-174). Another pillar of Fijian land tenure has been its inalienability, 
but France (1969: 51-52: 120-121) shows that there were no fixed rules 
concerning this. 

There is not the space here to pay adequate attention to this extremely 
important and controversial work. It raises a number of questions about 
Fijian history and current development in Fiji. Through his use of oral 
evidence and, more copiously, his examination of documentary sources, 
e$pecially those of the Native Lands Commission (see 1967: 180-181, fn 
34, for a discussion of the use of the latter source material), he has 
illustrated how difficult it is to demarcate the boundaries of 'traditional' 
and 'non-traditional', which is of special relevance to the historian and 
anthropologist but perhaps more so to legislators and the people concerned. 

Ahmed Ali's essays on Indian involvement in Fiji's political develop-
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ment has also produced considerable debate and comment. Although Plantation 
to Politics (1980) is not a scholarly synthesis comparable to France's 
work, Ali has made important contributions to documenting significant 
aspects of Indo-Fijian history, such as the 1920 strike and the role of 
Muslims in Fijian politics. He has been criticised for exaggerating the 
pervasiveness and destruction from girmit and the colonial experience in 
the psyche and lives of Indians in Fiji: 

The Indian sense of insecurity that re-emerged in the period 
under review owed its origins to the past. It was part of the 
experiences of girmit and colonialism; the former was a memory 
but an unpleasant one where the all-important izzat had been 
lost; the latter was too recent to be forgotten; within six years 
one could not be expected not to remember the indignities of 
ninety-six years • • • Persisting colonial patterns of behaviour 
acted not as a balm but sale to a wound whose depth and rawness 
many non-Indians failed to grasp either through genuine ignorance 
or indifference (Ali 1980: 184). 

Other critics have suggested that he places too much emphasis on communal 
politics - 'the plural society' - at the expense of a class-based analysis 
of Indo-Fijian involvement in the context of Fiji's political-economy. 
In many ways the approach adopted by Ali has helped to foster and 
perpetuate the racial divisions while glossing over the inequalities 
amongst Indo-Fijians, and more importantly within Fijian society as a 
whole. His pUblication with Alex Mamak (1979) does attempt to come to 
terms with class to some extent but still does not adequately examine 
this, particularly in relation to wider capitalist forces (for a review 
essay, see Premdas 1980). 

Much of the detail summarised by Ali can be found in Ken Gillion' s 
two monographs, the first of which (1962) pioneered research into the 
girmit period up to 1920. His subsequent volume (1977) was addressed 
to a detailed documentation of Indo-Fijian involvement in political and 
economic struggles within Fiji to 1946. An historian trained in the 

. post-Vansina 'tradition I may claim that in his first book Gillion paid 
scant attention to oral sources and essentially wrote an Eurocentric 
account of Indians labouring under indenture. He did, however, make 
extensive use of documentary sources, and as an initial monograph to deal 
with an alien ethnic group in the Pacific he is sympathetic to the subject. 

Other social scientists and historians have subsequently fleshed 
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out much of the foundations laid by Gillion. As noted, Brij Lal (1980, 
1981, 1983) chose to carefully examine the origins of the girmitiyas, 
by utilising quantitative methods. He was able to demonstrate that these 
people did not originate from ' 'the 'dregs of Calcutta', but from a cross 
section of Indian villages and castes. This thesis also aimed to counter
act those historians who argue that all systems of indenture utilising 
Indian labour were merely 'a new sys~em of slavery' (see especially Tinker 
1974) • Instead Lal suggested that emigration was not as unusual amongst 
certain strata of Indian society as many observers have claimed, and that 
in fact a majority of Indians had already left their villages to seek 
outside employment before they were recruited for work in Fiji. This 
suggests (1983: 130) that those critics who have perceived migration as 
a result of deception have underestimated the significance of the political 
and economic context; that is, the 'push factors'. Lal also contends 
that on the whole, by the standards of the day, there was nothing excep
tional about indenture systems or plantation work in Fiji. Others may 
argue that he has understated the impact of the girmit experience but 
this research does help to complete a more thorough understanding of this 
aspect of Fiji's history. 

Research by Kamal Kant Prasad (1978) has also furthered knowledge 
of the non-indentured immigrants from Gujarat in India, but this is only 
a start to documenting the history of an Indian community which has been 
prominent in Fiji's political-economy. Further monographs depicting 
aspects of Indo- Fijian life have been collected in Rama's Banishment 
(Mishra 1979). This book was. ' published as a centenary tribute to Indo
Fijians and as such reflects the trend by some of their descendants to 
perceive girmit as an integral part of their history from which they can 
derive pride, identity (but what of anger?) from. These are laudable 
intentions. It is perhaps tempting to criticise this volume on the grounds 
that only three of these authors are part of Rama I s Fijian family, but 
more significant is the book's lack of substantial economic analysis. 
Mishra concludes on a cultural-identity note with the suggestion that 
when Rama returns to India after banishment, he is faced with the 
realisation that his home is in Fiji. I keep wondering when we are going 
to learn about the history of Sitars banishment. 

In sum, although a substantial literature on aspects of Fiji's history 
has been amassed, the major historical works tend to concentrate on either 
native Fijians, and to. some extent their colonial supporters, or Indo
Fijians. Rarely is there any comprehensive historical overview of these 
major groups. As noted, a few other important historical works focus 
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on industries in Fiji. Historians, however, tend to shy away from examin
ing the commercial world of which Indo- Fijians are so prominent in . This 
is somewhat surprising given the importance they assume in economic affairs 
within Fiji and also with regard to Fiji's role in the political-economy 
of the South Pacific. 

Some researchers are working on a history which will aim to synthesise 
historical knowledge into a depiction of the development of Fiji's 
political-economy. William Sutherland is completing a doctoral thesis 
from Canterbury University, New Zealand on this topic and B. Knapman at 
the Australian National University is working on an economic history of 
Fiji, 1874-1939. The case for a history which places the ethnic groups 
in a wider p~rspective should be obvious, as should that for an approach 
which begins to slice through the racial divisions historians find them
sel ves hypnotised by. Maybe tha t is where Denoon (1973) and Durutalo' s 
(1983) 'people's history' can assume prominence, but even then such an 
approach should not be based upon an easy acceptance of existing research. 
Fiji contains, by island standards, substantial urban areas, along with 
documentary records, in addition to the usual official files and newspapers 
(there is an incredible variety of registers, directories, publications, 
diaries, business records, and so on, which can be tapped if the historian 
is imaginative, lucky and resourceful). 

There are also endless possibilities for research based on oral 
testimony'. Labour history and studies of work-histories remains largely 
neglected in Fiji. Even village monographs can be turned into valuable 
studies for a social history which reflects changes wrought from political 
and economic circumstances, not only within Fiji, but further afield. 
The big three, that is, birth, death and marriage, but also questions 
like why and which Fijians volunteer for military service, how people's 
health is affected by changes in diet or overseas prices, the age and 
subsequent history of school leavers, the effect of six months working 
in a car factory in New Zealand upon the family in Beqa, can all be 
liberated from the tediousness which often surrounds such investigations 
if they are carefully and critically placed into a historical framework 
that assess social history in terms of the political-economy. (For good 
examples of how social history works and 'comes alive' in this way, see, 
for example, Gilber~ and Graubard 1971, Ladurie 1979.) 
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EUROPEAN 'WAVE' MONOGRAPHS 

This survey has so far concentrated on the 'island-orientated'studies 
of the Pacific which, it is argued, have a tendency to be either too 
specialised or too superficial. The other major problems concern a 
tendency to avoid relating developments within Pacific societies to wider 
political, economic and social forces, and also the still obvious absence 
in many cases of studies that really examine historical changes within 
these societies. 

There is, however, another branch of the Pacific collection that 
includes the studies of those 'waves' of Europeans Maude was so concerned 
about. Some of these concentrate on narratives of the activities of these 
Europeans, especially 
aries. On the other 
seek to analyse the 

many of the accounts of the explorers and mission
hand, there are a number of these monographs that 
contact situation between Europeans and Pacific 

Islanders, such as those examining the traders, beachcombers 
some missionary histories. Caroline Ralston's (1977) study 
communities in the nineteenth century is a monograph that 
synthesising these 'contact histories' • 

and also 
of beach 
aims at 

There is a slowly growing literature of the histories of traders, 
mercantile firms and various industries in the Pacific, but often this 
is' scattered and difficult to track down. Certainly some kind of synthesis 
of these commercial histories is needed, perhaps either dealing with 
specific periods of European commercial penetration, or with regions or 
spheres of colonial interest. 

The major studies that deal with traders, include Shineberg's (1967) 
monograph of the sandalwood trade in New Caledonia, the New Hebrides and 
the Loyalty Islands. In addition to being a detailed examination of the 
trading patterns, Shineberg paid close attention to the 'contact situation' 
between Europeans and Melanesians, and the effects of the trad~, especially 
on warfare. Shineberg' s study is significant because she was one of the 
first Pacific scholars to address themselves to correct;ing the image ~f 
Pacific Islanders as 'passive victims' in the trading exchanges. 

Maude (1968) also attempted to examine the contact situation between 
Pacific Islanders and the early traders in his studies of the pork trade 
in Tahiti, the coconut oil trade in the Gilbert Islands, and the so-called 
'sandalwood trade' in Rarotonga. These studies are all packed full of 
useful details and descriptions, but, as might be expected, still rely 
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very heavily on the accounts of the traders. Maude recognised this limita
tion and his examination of the attempts to establish a sandalwood trade 
in Rarotonga also utilised oral traditions collected by Marjorie Crocombe. 
As pioneering studies these trading monographs were useful, but they do 
not, in my opinion, anal yse clearly enough the changes, if any, in the 
mode of production and the effects of this on the societies. It could 
be argued that a lack of source material prevented this, but certainly 
more treatment of the wider economic context in which these early traders 
operated could have been considered. Trade in the Pacific was tied in 
with changes in external regions, even during these early stages of 
economic transition. 

Ward IS (1972) interesting survey of the Pacific beche-de-mer trade 
adds another segment to these early trading and contact histories. He 
goes further than Maude in eXamining some of the signi ficant changes in 
Fijian society and on the ecosystem with the introduction of more permanent 
trading stations. Considerable attention is paid to the changing patterns 
within the trade partly because of internal and external factors. It 
might be hoped that futured researchers will seek to extend the analysis 
of the wider implications of these traders, particularly now that the 
mechanics of some of these have been drawn. 

Such an approach has been taken to some extent by Peter Corris (1973) 
in his study of the Solomon Islands labour migration between 1870-1914. 
This book stands out as one of the few detailed Pacific monographs which 
relys to a large extent on oral history, derived principally from inter
views with eighteen survivors of this labour migration. This is because 
Corris was concerned to document the life histories of the labourers while 
previous historians such as Parnaby (1964) and Scarr (1967b) relied heavily 
on documentary records. Scarr I s study, which examined the journals of 
Government Agents, naval records, in addition to the Colonial Immigration 
Department files, did substantially revise many of the earlier assumptions 
concerning the coercive nature of the trade. Corris, however, went much 
further, following in the steps of Scarr (1967b) and Shineberg (1967) 
to depict Solomon Islanders as bargainers and not always passive victims 
in the transactions with the traders and labour recruiters. This was 
largely because ~fter 1870 the trade was under considerable official 
regulation, so that the 'evils' were felt more by people from the former 
New Hebrides. 

Newbury ( 1 98ob: 2 -3), while recogmslng the contribution by Scarr 
(1 967b) , Corr is ( 1 973) , Firth (1 973a, 1 976) and Gillion (1 962) to the 
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study of labour migration in the Pacific, has strongly criticised the 
tendency by Pacific historians to concentrate on the issues of "motivation 
and control, Melanesian mobility and Melanesian mobilization." Instead 
Newbury (1980b: 4) examines labour migration within a far broader perspec
tive: "The 'labour trade' then, was not simply an aspect of other 
commercial exchanges, but fundamental to the mobilization of resources 
within island-based economies with foreign capital and management." 
This trade is defined as a 'labour reserve', external demands are stressed, 
technological developments are emphasised as they "opened the way for 
considerable economies of scale on large plantations" (1980b: 9), 
fluctuating wage levels and shifts in the labour market are examined, 
and the transition to" internalized recruitment" (1980b: 19) and a planta
tion mode of production in the islands. Similar to his history (1980a) 
of Tahiti to 1945, Newbury delineates the relationship between economic 
shifts and imperial political intervention. He discusses (1980b: 23-24) 
some of the paradoxes which arise from such a connection but goes on to 
conclude that: 

• • imperial partition can be considered, not as a necessary 
consequence of development by particular pressure groups, but 
as an incidental means of regulating the disorderly process 
of investment, 
the clientage 
The roots of 

land conf isca tion, and labor recruitment through 
networks already established in the islands. 

partition lie in the development process itself 

Newbury's analysis also criticises the revisionists who have minimised 
the 'fatal impact' of outside forces on Pacific Islanders. The question 
of "voluntary mobility and rewards" (1980b: 46) needs to be balanced 
against the constraints which operated on labourers. Some may argue 
that this is a Eurocentric interpretation but there is a danger of 
historians becoming once again the apologists for colonialism if they 
underestimate the impact of global influences on Pacific Islanders. 
There is no doubt that disruption and conflict did occur with the intro
duction of new ideas, goods and modes of production. This is by no means 
a reason to deny the need to examine Pacific societies during this period 
but equal attention needs to be paid' to their existing or exacerbated 
tensions as a result of this contact. 

Maude (1981) did chose to dwell on the more sensational incidents 
of labour trafficking in his treatment of the Peruvian 'slave trade'. 
While I do not deny the inhumanity this represented, it could be asked 
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(even if Maude did define this) how the historian can neatly demarcate 
a 'slave trade' from a labour trade or labour migration? This monograph 
is a shining example of the specialised historical tradition, dealing 
with a period of actual recruitment lasting six months, and involving 
about 3,500 people as recruits (or potential slaves). Maude does care
fully indicate the profound effects this had on small atoll-dwelling 
societies, but still tends to isolate this drama from other similar 
systems to recruit and utilise labour. It could be suggested that by 
focusing on one abuse, such as the Peruvian slave trade, readers of 
Pacific history can appease their 'guilt' but continue to overlook many 
other instances of exploitation, either within Pacific societies or during 
the periods of introduced changes. 

It is still far from clear how local business networks developed 
in the Pacific, while histories of the smaller-scale traders are far 
from exhausted. Pacific histories have not as yet given adequate treatment 
to the study of various indUstries, such as phosphate (although, Vivani 
1970 and MacDonald 1982 examine this to some ex tent), mining (as noted, 
Atu Baines is engaged on gold-mining in Fiji), cotton, coffee and copra. 
This omission was noted by Davidson (1966: 17), while more recently 
Newbury (198oa: 236) also has drawn attention to the urgent need for 
a history of the copra industry: "While whaling, sandalwood, and sugar 
have their histories, the marketing of the major Pacific staple - the 
coconut and its derivations - has yet to be described." Such a study 
would need to pay attention to the linkages of local developments and 
fluctuations with the world economy. 

The same observation could have been applied to a history of the 
sugar industry until the pUblication of Michael Moynagh's (1981) monograph 
of this industry in Fiji from 1873-1973. Certainly he has provided a 
detailed documentation of the activities of the Colonial Sugar Refining 
Company and he did attempt to relate this to political and economic 
developments within Fiji, Australia and other relevant markets. The 
book has been criticised mainly on the grounds of a weak theoretical 
analysis (especially in the application of the 'plantation economy' model 
derived from George Beckford 1969, 1972), but nevertheless Moynagh has 
provided substantial groundwork for other researchers to draw upon. 
Further investigations might also focus on a social history of the sugar 
industry which would probably necessitate more reliance on oral and 
quantitative methods. Like many company or economic histories, this 
monograph leaves a number of unanswered questions about the people 
involved. 
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Closely linked to this is a lack of comprehensive research on 
planters or plantations, and the workers. As noted, Bennett (19B1) has 
begun research into the work histories of the latter group in the Solomon 
Islands. I.B. Watson, from the Australian National University, also 
is involved in investigations into the "lives and aspiration of Austra
lians who became tree-crop planters in Me.lanesia in the twentieth century" 
(Research School of Pacific Studies 1982). An excellent social history 
of the Malaitan labourers in MacKay, Queensland, has been completed by 
Moore (1981). A few histories of the extra-regional or multi-national 
trading companies can provide details on some of the above industries 
but are still limited as sources of information. There is, however, 
a growing body of literature dealing with the German and Australian 
based firms, such as that ·of Firth (1 973b), Spoehr (1963), R. Thompson 
(1971, 1980), and Buckley and Klugman (1981). 

As noted earlier, the history of Burns Philp is an excellent example 
of how a monograph can relate to and reveal a penetrating understanding 
of the wider political-economic context. This is a 'company history' 
but not simply a narrative of the rags to riches of the founding fathers. 
Instead it traces in considerable detail the development of Burns Philp 
from the 1870s up to World War I within the context of the Australian 
political-economy and also the relationship of this to other economic 
powers in the Pacific region. The history is written to a large extent 
from the employers' perspective and another study could perhaps attempt 
to examine Burns Philp's influence and role from the employees' and 
customers' viewpoint. 

The study of smaller, local traders has also been overlooked, 
possibly because of a lack of records, although the use of oral testimony, 
newspapers, shipping and miscellaneous commercial records could help 
to rectify this. Certainly there is a need for greater attention to 
the formation of local mercantile groups, and not only of their commercial 
role but also of their involvement and interests in social and political 
networks. As noted, Newbury's history of French Polynesia and Gilson's 
account of the Cook Islands are a good start in this direction. 

If Pacific history is to be Islander-orientated or at least de
colonised, then it is essential for historians to examine some of the 
alternatives that Pacific Islanders and local traders set up to the 
foreign trading companies. Usually these took the form of growing, 
trading or marketing cooperatives. In many cases it can be argued that 
these ventures were demonstrating opposition to European political, as 
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well as economic control. The major published works, to date, have 
been completed by Couper (1968), Chapelle (1975), Munro (1982) and with 
considerable documentation and reinterpretation, Hempenstall (1978). 
As noted by Couper (1968: 263), such studies serve to demonstrate the 
active role played by Islanders in their own histories: 

• • the people of the islands have seldom been purely passive 
observers of the ebb and flow of corrmercial interests. Not 
only did they have their own indigenous trading systems, which 
continued to endure and to redistribute the new "European" 
goods, but they made repeated attempts to participate in the 
commercial trading system of the Europeans and even to usurp 
entirely the role of the alien traders. 

Hempenstall, however, subjected these ventures to far more critical 
analysis, particularly with regard to class-based interests (this will 
be treated in greater detail later in this paper). With the Oloa move
ment of 1904 in Samoa, for example, he noted (1978: 202) that one 
important aim was to create power bases for the leading chiefs and 
speakers at Mulinu'u. 

Christian Penetration 

It is, of course, the records of missionaries which have provided 
much of the documentation for Pacific history, and indeed many of the 
earlier historical accounts were compiied by these people. But what 
of "historical analysis which examines missionaries and the spread of 
Christianity in the Pacific? The fragmentation, so pervasive in many 
of the Pacific monographs, extends to those dealing with the missionaries. 
An adequate synthesis of missionary influence and the propagation of 
their faith in the Pacific is still lacking, although John Garrett (1982) 
has attempted to tackle this. This book, however, is more in the nature 
of a series of descriptive accounts rather than providing substantial 
synthesis or analysis. Some historians (all originating from the head
quarters at the Australian National University) have divided up the 
task of telling the sagas of particular missions, such as Neil Gunson 
(1978b) who dealt with the London Missionary Society and the Wesleyans, 
Sione Latukefu (1974) who chose to examine the early story of the later 
church in Tonga, Hilliard (1978) who opted for the tale of the Church 
of England's Melanesian Mission, which left Hugh Laracy (1976) to delve 
into the Catholic missions in the Solomon Islands. The volumes are 
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still pouring out with Gunson initiating, amongst other projects that 
deal with missionaries, an account of the United Church's missions in 
the Pacific. 

Many of these monographs do go quite far in tracing the relation
ship between missionary influence and the local elites, perhaps most 
notably' Rutherford (1971) in his treatment of Shirley Baker and King 
George Tupou I. Nevertheless, many of the missionary histories, such 
as Hilliard (1978) who concentrates on the role of the bishops, stress 
the leading actors, whether they be men or women, of the church or the 
state. This is not to deny that these monographs do examine, to some 
extent, the historical context. Laracy (1976) provided a somewhat more 
comprehensive study of the diffusion of Catholicism in the Solomon 
Islands which did place spiritual changes in the setting of major 
economic and political patterns there.. Hilliard (1978: 165) also pointed 
out the strong connection between missionary success and material wealth 
with regard to the Melanesian Mission in the early twentieth century: 
"Boys still went to Norfolk Island in the expectation of material 
wealth. " 

Aarne Koskinen (1953) still provides a basis for analysis of some 
of the dynamics involved in the penetration of Christianity, along with 
the other partners, corrmerce and the seeking of political and economic 
power by members of the island elites. In view of the meticulous 
research that has emerged since the pUblication of this book, thirty 
years ago , a revitalised analysis of Christianity, and its relationship 
to other forces, both within the Pacific and on a wider scale, is 
greatly needed. 

Another glaring omission in these missionary monographs is that 
we still know only part of the story because our understanding of the 
people involved, that is the converts, is far from satisfactory. The 
older histories, including Koskinen's (1953) analysis, tell us that 
conversion came from the 'top down', especially in Polynesia. Subse
quently we have also learned that 'backsliding' and challenges to 
missionary orthodoxy soon developed, such as the Sio Vili in Samoa, 
the Mamaia in Tahiti, while later well known examples include the Free 
Church at Lau and Maasina Rule in the Solomon Islands. Although Gunson 
(1962) has examined the Mamaia and the visionary experience of Ofa 
Mele Longosai as an expression of social protest against "the privileges 
of the more affluent social groups and of the European western civili
sation being imposed upon them" (1973: 132), he chose to omit these 
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reactions in his treatment of the LMS and Wesleyan missionaries. He 
stated (1978: 5) that this was because he regarded "nativist reactions" 
as "problems which require a degree of psychological or anthropological 
analysis." One wonders why such an introspective approach should be 
sought when these protests were inextricably part of the processes 
associated with economic and social change. Laracy placed his account 
of Catholic missionary activity much more firmly in the Solomon Islands, 
and so chose not to ignore Maasina Rule and ot her challenges to the 
religious and political order. 

Garrett (1982) has also labouriously documented the often slow 
processes of conversion and highlighted the frequently neglected role 
played by Pacific Islanders in the dissemination of the Gospel through
out their region. (U.F. Nokise is currently working 'on a thesis at 
the Australian National University on the Samoan LMS missionaries in 
the south-west Pacific between 1839-1930.) Rather than focus on the 
heroic deeds of these brave souls, it might be more fruitful to delve 
into the backgrounds, rationale and aspirations of those local people 
who eagerly worked fo:r the Church. Or, at least, if historians are 
going to examine the class and psychological background of European 
missionaries, as Gunson has succeeded in doing, then surely they could 
apply a similar approach to local people. Perhaps 'culture' will 
continue to win out over 'class', the former being the mode for approach
ing a Pacific Islander's life- history but the latter only applicable 
to men and women from the colonising nations. 

One strong reason fot the lack of economic analysis in these 
accounts of the penetration of Christianity might be because of the 
background of these historians, many of whom were or are clerics. Thus 
the emphasis on treating the spread of Christianity from a predominantly 
theological perspective, as typified by Garrett's recent book. He 
plainly states that "Pacific societies can be understood only by close 
attention to a wide diversity of Christian thought and worship" (1982: 
xi, my under lining) • While he does not ignore the other dimensions 
of capitalist and colonial expansion, which, it may be argued, were 
vital to the success and intensity of the Christian missions, he es sen
tially takes a theological and ecumenical approach, but one firmly 
embedded in the' islands. He also traces religious expansion from the 
'sub- bases' of Latin America, Australia and New Zealand, but does not 
substantially relate this to the overall sub-imperialism of these 
regions. 

47 



SYNTHESIS AND PACIFIC HISTORY 

In view of this abundance of historical monographs it is somewhat 
surprising that few attempts have been made at synthesis, especially in 
more recent years. Pacific historians have argued that there have been 
too many gaps which needed 'filling' before any attempt at writing a general 
Pacific history could be made. Such a warning was issued by Maude (1970: 
18) when he also argued that the Pacific as a region possibly needed to 
develop greater unity before a synthesis could be undertaken: 

The time for a multi-volume synoptic history is not yet, nor 
will it be possible until hundreds of still unsolved problems 
have been adequately researched. Even then it remains to be 
seen whether the region retains a sufficient homogenity for 
integrated treatment after its political partition by the European 
powers. 

Recently, some historians, possibly inspired by the growing pile of 
specialised research on the Pacific,have questioned this cautious approach. 
Howe (1979: 83), in referring to Bellwood's (1978) brave attempt at a 
synthesis of existing knowledge on the pre-European history of the Pacific, 
made such a comment: 

Indeed it can even be suggested that this defeatism can also 
be an excuse for an unwillingness to push the intellectual 
frontiers of the subject into more demanding areas. 

Clearly it is time for a more encompassing approach to Pacific history 
to cater to the needs of general readers and students both wi thin and 
outside the region, in addition to the urgenr.y for some kind of direction 
to which existing and future research may be related. From this a 
critical approach may possibly develop. 

A more fundamental reason for a fresh attempt at a general history 
is that the current, more widely known works are outdated and in
adequate. Surely it is time that Douglas Oliver's (1961) The Pacific 
Islands fell from its exalted position as the most popular (and criti
cised) general history of the region. Certainly there have been a number 
of points in favour of this book. It is still relatively inexpensive, 
widely distributed in many countries and in a simple, racey style intro
duces the reader (especially the American ones) to the history of the 
South Pacific. It contains a substantial section dealing with contacts 
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between the various 'waves' of Europeans (the explorers, whalers, traders, 
missionaries, planters and so on) and the Islanders. Oliver also treats 
in a very general sense the island economies, and indeed categorises 
the islands on this basis; for example, 'coconut civilisations', 'sugar 
revolution islands' and mining islands. Although somewhat superficial, 
this was an ' initial attempt to relate the Pacific to outside forces. 

The criticisms, however, of this paperback can no longer be ignored. 
While it was written in a 'colourful' vein, this almost at times borders 
on racism, and many of Oliver's statements are impressionistic general
isations. For example, he continually refers to the skin colour of 
people, with the Austronesian speaking peoples described as "these black 
and brown pioneers" (1961: xix). Although Oliver may be writing in a 
facetious way, his description (1961: 282-283) of the two major races 
in Fiji in 1939 could be considered offensive today: 

Extensive sugar cane plantations, kept productive by industrious 
Asiatics, spread out on either hand. And nearby were picturesque 
villages of loyal and literate native Fijians • • • Away from 
hotel verandas, Fiji presented a somewhat different picture. 
By 1939 Fiji was losing its character as a South Seas island 
and was becoming a "Little India". 

Another limitation, as clearly stated in the introduction, is that the 
book was written primarily for an American market. The result is 
considerable emphasis on World War II and Micronesia, while countries 
such as Tonga are merely skimmed over. Very little attention is given 
to the post-war period, although Oliver devotes four pages to an 
appraisal of the threat of "Communist imperialism and Asiatic insurgence" 
(1961: 423). The book is predominantly a collecti on of sketches by 
an observer, with a minimum of attention to local responses and reactions 
to changes in the Pacific. Finally, from an academic viewpoint the 
book can be criticised for its sloppy style and lack of documentation. 

Two other general histories of the Pacific do offer more detail 
and historical analysis, with less impressionistic story-telling. One 
is Grattan's (1963) comprehensive two-volume history of the south-west 
Pacific; a project which sprung from his vision of fostering Pacific 
regional unity. Rather than concentrating on the islands as separate 
entities, he chose to include them under one section, while other parts 
of the books deal with Australia, New Zealand and Antarctica. Grattan 
tended to emphasise the incorporation of the Pacific into 'liberal' 
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and supranational institutions like the United Nations, instead of address
ing himself to the issue of the inclusion of the Pacific into the world 
capitalist economic structure. 

The same kind of criticism could be directed at Glen Barclay's (1978) 
history of the Pacific, which bears the curious subtitle of From the Stone 
Age to the Present Day. This book does not offer a great deal of new inter
pretation, except to take a relatively strong anti-colonial stand and 
to devote considerable attention to the influence of Australia and New 
Zealand in the South Pacific. Nevertheless, for a recent pUblication it 
is weak in its treatment of the region after World War II. 

Partly as a result of his plea for more synthesis in Pacific history, 
Howe (19B4) has recently aimed in this direction by compiling a vollJTle 
dealing with the period up to colonial rule. As the title indicates, the 
book emphasises the 'waves' of early European contact with Pacific 
Islanpers. Nevertheless, Howe does state that he sought to provide a Pacific 
Islander orientation but with more emphasis on the interaction between 
the 'waves' and Islanders. He also pursues another of his favourite causes, 
that is the debunking of the 'fatal impact' or the 'Islanders as passive 
victims' school. This is well illustrated in his discussion of labour 
migration (19B4: 329). 

This synthesis may draw criticism from some quarters on the grounds 
that a greater interpretative discussion throughout the text could have 
provided a more stimulating introduction to Pacific history. In fairness, 
the book's usefulness as a much needed text should also be considered and 
I think that in this respect a degree of the interpretation is left up 
to the reader. However, the place of the Pacific in relation to wider 
global, particularly economic, forces is played down. For example, in 
the discussion of the cession of Fiji, Howe (1984: 273) emphasises that 
the British established order because Fijians and the settlers were unable 
to regulate their own affairs but it is not clear how this related to 
changes in the scale of investment and production in the Pacific (see 
Newbury 19BOb: 77). Part of the problem may lie in that the book's cut
off point is taken at the accession of formal colonial rule. Another 
approach might consider informal penetration and control as a more relevant 
demarcation for historical analysis. 

One possible reason for the lack of attention to global developments 
and their relationship to the Pacific may be because Howe (1984: 347) does 
not see colonisation as inevitable: 
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To see links between the rough positions scratched onto sixteenth
century maps and the nineteenth-century documents of annexation, 
or even between boardroom decisions in European capitals and 
the lot of labourers on Pacific plantations, is not to see the 
whole story. It might provide a useful superstructure for the 
tale of the imperial historians, but it is still an imperial 
overview. 

In keeping with this view which aims to put Pacific Islanders to the fore
front Howe is careful in this synthesis to document the active role played 
by island leaders and the variations among the histories of island states, 
which he shows were in part due to their respective social and political 
structures (1984: 347). He suggests that this is not to ignore the 
introduced changes from Europe: 

The new approach, bringing the Islanders into focus and studying 
their activities, reveals a whole range of hitherto - ignored 
considerations. The imperial historians simply did not question 
the dominance and cultural superiority of their European sub
jects, whose initiative, they believed, determined every course 
of events. 

It is perhaps too easy to argue that this volume is still superficial 
and in part unbalanced (more treatment of Melanesia and the 'mini states' 
of Nauru, Kiribati and Tuvalu is needed with perhaps less on European 
perceptions of Pacific Islanders). The merits of this synthesis which 
fills a gap, particularly for a text-book, should be equally considered. 
Howe has made a major step in the pursuit of a Pacific history rooted 
in the islands especially with his emphasis on the very distant archaeolo
gical history of the region and his useful summaries of the social and 
political background to island groups before contact with Europeans. 

Another recent attempt at an overview of historical development has 
emanated from the Sociology Department at the University of the South 
Pacific, with their survey of the political-economy of the region (Howard, 
et. al. 1983). Although published initially for use as an undergraduate 
text, it marks a w~lcome trend in relating internal developments in Pacific 
societies to wider political and economic changes in 'Pacific rim' nations 
and further afield. The basic stand taken is to examine historical change 
in terms of the mode of production: "The history of the South Pacific 
i s thus the history of the productive capacities of the land and its 
peoples, and it is on this that we focus" (1983: 3). The authors pay 
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attention to conflicts between different interst groups and the formation 
of classes in contrast to the tendency by most scholars and others 
to ignore this highly significant component of Pacific societies: 

The focus on class adopted by this volume represents a "coming 
of age" to Pacific studies. Just as the Pacific was one of 
the last regions of the world to face capitalist penetration, 
Pacific scholarship has been locked into a mode that has tended 
to ignore class relations and class formation, preferring to 
speak in nebulous concepts such as the "Pacific Way" in attempt
ing to portray Pacific existence. What is clear is that such 
approaches fail to capture the dynamic nature of society and 
tend towards romanticisation of Pacific societies. The present 
study shows that the history of Pacific societies is, like that 
of the rest of the world, the history of class formation • • 

It is the history of the incorporation of this region of 
the globe into the capitalist world economy (Howard, et. a 1. 
1983: 253). 

This still, however, represents an introduction to the study of Pacific 
societies and a more comprehensive history, while adopting a similar 
analysis, would clearly benefit from future specialised research that 
deals more closely with class formation and changes. One area that this 
volume has paid scant attention to is the introduction of Christianity 
into the Pacific, which was a vital accessory of European commercial 
and political penetration. 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper I have tried to identify some of the lacunae and 
comment on the important issues I have perceived in the development of 
the discipline of Pacific history. Reference was made to what may emerge 
as a third trend, that is, a thematic approach which encompasses both 
the islands or Islander- orientated history and a wider context. The 
best example of this has been provided by Hempenstall (1978), with his 
study of resistance to German colonialism in the Pacific. He aims to 
depict both the differing attitudes by German administrators (both within 
the Pacific and Berlin, as set against German political and economic 
developments) to their Pacific colonies, and the varying responses by 
Islanders to German rule. In order to do this Hempenstall selected as 
case studies Samoa, New Guinea and Ponape, which he argues (1979: i x ) 
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was not to arrive at a universal model but to explain '" resistance' in 
all its manifestations in the German Pacific." Hempenstall has made 
a significant step in addressing his historical research to the questions 
of direction, analysis and synthesis. "History may deal in the vagaries 
of human behaviour and the so-called uniqueness of events, but this 
behaviour and these events contain common elements which make them 
amenable to generalisation" (1979: ix). 

Hempenstall succeeded in making a real contribution towards shatter
ing the 'smiling victim' role that is usually carved out for Islanders 
under the European thumb. Instead he emphasised (1979: 205) that these 
exploited peoples were also looking out for their awn interests: 

At first glance, then, the history of race relations in German 
New Guinea, and the wider Pacific, would seem to be explained 
best in terms of social and economic deprivation • • • In the 
Pacific, there is no simple correlation between the number 
and extent of demands made by the German administrations and 
the instances of rebellion. The nature of local response 
seems to depend on a "cost-benefit analysis" by the leadership 
of each group, as well as the compensating resources which 
the group possessed. 

For example, what the Germans often misinterpreted as "laziness, deceit, 
wilful obstruction" (1979: 202) by the locals was, in Hempenstall's 
(and others') opinion, efforts by local elites to control change. Thus 
the 'proto-cooperatives', 'proto-nationalism' or protests he examines 
are treated critically, in terms of a social analysis in which local 
interest-groups take a prominent place. Hempenstall (see especially 
chapter 9) also analyses the limitations of Pacific protest and assesses 
some of the factors behind this, such as the absence of an indigenous 
proletariat or lack of a revolutionary ideology: 

The history of Pacific Island politics under German rule is 
the history of elite, not mass movements, of interactions 
between leaders of different groups and the different cultures 
(Hempenstal~ 1979: 218). 

The contribution Hempenstall has made to methodology within Pacific 
history is equally as important as the analysis he draws. The spectrum 
of ideas currently enshrined, but decaying in monographs could be 
resurrected and analysed in a thematic or comparative way, such as 
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their relationship to a coomon style of colonial rule, but also in terms 
of sharing a place within a political-economy. Moses and Kennedy (1977) 
saw the value of combining disparate papers on German economic and political 
imperialism in the Pacific and Far East into one volume. A historian could 
therefore, for example, take a pertinent theme and examine it with respect 
to being within New Zealand dependency in various regions. The role of 
indigenous interests, and especially island-elites, might become clearer 
when treated comparatively but in relation to coomon political and econo
mic circumstances. 

Hopefully we are now moving away from the discreet monographs, the 
microcosms which seem to fester in the nooks and crannies of Pacific 
history. As noted, this was generated by the Research School of Pacific 
Studies at the Australian National University, with Davidson and Maude 
taking a leading role. The Institute of Pacific Studies in Suva seems 
to be keen in continuing the effusion of unrelated studies, each of which 
is argued to be a valid contribution to the advancement of knowledge for 
the people of the region. Of course, some excellent monographs do manage 
to slip through the plethora, but in the meantime works which aim to 
synthesise and interpret the mass of facts are rare. The need to locate, 
utilise and analyse economic data is still greatly under-valued by 
historians, while a social history remains deeply buried at the bottom 
of the ocean, drowning in an often patronising and passive acceptance of 
'Islanders' history', or what passes as 'oral history'. Greater attention 
should be paid to exactly what these methods entail, while the need remains 
for more, but better planned research and analysis. The latter is critical 
before Pacific history, often accused of lacking direction, completely 
looses its way. Gilbert (1971: xvii) commented on the narrative qualities 
of the "initial batch of scholarship" emanating from underdeveloped nations 
in the urgency to forge an identity and appeal to the public. How long, 
however, will Pacific Islanders be fed what often amounts to simplistic 
story-telling? If Pacific history does draw rn..Jch of its sustenance from 
the hallowed halls of the Australian National University, then surely a 
plea for more direction and relevance is not too much. It is almost as 
if historians are waiting for a full-set of regional academics to provide 
the answers and in the meantime they will collect the facts. Obviously 
.this tends to be self-perpetuating because most aspiring regional scholars, 
if they do cross the thresh-hold of another university, do so in Canberra, 
and so the cycle goes on. Durutalo (1983: 9), who has not as yet been 
initiated in this way, drew a gloomy observation about the state of Pacific 
history which "rarely ventures beyond a timid empiricism." 
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The most urgent need, as expressed by many Third World historians, 
and by local scholars like Denoon and Durutalo, is for people to understand 
their present situation and how this came to be: 

So long as people cannot relate their experience to the rest 
of the world, and cannot correct their past to the present, they 
cannot help seeing future changes as a set of strange and 
baffling problems (Denoon 1973: 20). 

This is not to deny that detailed studies are essential, but perhaps 
Pacific historians could begin to vigorously and rigorously apply available 
techniques to delve into a social or people's history that is worthy of 
the name. As Hobsbawm (1971: 2) has noted, the older perception of social 
history was that it was either a history of the poor or lower classes, 
sometimes inclusive of their 'social movements', or perhaps more commonly 
social history was combined with economic history, with greater emphasis 
on the latter. I would argue that a great deal of the writing which is 
passed-off as social history in the Pacific falls more into another category 
Hobsbawm identified. This equated social history as 'culture' or 'customs', 
and was disdainfully referred to by G.M. Trevelyan (1944) as "history with 
the politics left out." I agree with Hobsbawm: "It requires no comment." 

The Annales of Lucien F ebvre and Marc Bloch did much to stimulate 
the development of social history as a separate field of academic interest. 
Social history, however, is comparatively young, like Pacific history, 
but there is little other in the way of correlation between the two. 
Hobsbawm (1971: 5) suggests a more encompassing 'history of society': 
"In brief, it is now impossible to pursue many activities of the social 
scientist in any but a trivial manner without coming to terms with social 
structure and its transformations: without the history of societies." 
This means that we need to understand the basis of these transformations, 
so that social history must be seen within the political-economy. 
Hobsbawm (1971: 9-10) goes on to elaborate on the far greater relevance 
for historians to come to terms with changes in the mode of production, 
rather than, for example, opting for some of the models favoured by 
anthropologists: 

• I am inclined to think that the possible value of economics 
for the historian of society is great. It cannot but deal with 
what is an essentially dynamic element in history, namely the pro
cess and, s peaking globally and on a long time-scale, progress of 
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social production. Insofar as it does this it has, as Marx saw, 
historical development built into it. To take a simple illustra
tion: the concept of the "economic surplus," which the late 
Paul Baran revived and utilized to such good effect, is patently 
fundamental to any historian of the development of societies, 
and strikes me as not only more objective and quantifiable, but 
also more primary, speaking in terms of analysis, than, say, 
the dichotomy Gemeinschaft-Gesellschaft. Of course Marx knew 
that economic IOOdels, if they are to be valuable for historical 
analysis, cannot be divorced from social and institutional 
realities, which include certain basic types of human communai 
or kinship organization, not to mention the structures and 
assumptions specific to particular socio-economic formations 
or cultures. And yet, though Marx is not for nothing regarded 
as one of the major founding fathers of modern sociological 
thought (directly and through his followers and critics), the 
fact remains that his major intellectual project Das Kapital 
took the form of a work of economic analysis. We are required 
neither to agree with his conclusions nor his methodology. But 
we would be unwise to neglect the practice of the thinker who, 
more than any other, has defined or suggested the set of histor
ical questions to which social scientists find themselves drawn 
today. 

I would suggest that this warning has special relevance to Pacific histor
ians who still tend to see their salvation in the arms of the anthropo

logists. 

The study of economic transformations, class formation and that of 
restricted groups and their interests, demographic changes, Pacific towns, 
protest or 'social movements', 'village studies', to name but a few areas 
of possible investigation, will still permit an island-centred history 
to emerge. To take one example, Maude (1971: 19) and Crocombe have urged 
for a 'cultural Renaissance' of the Pacific, with emphasis on the unity 
of a cultural group. Thus class analysis might be viewed as an Eurocentric 
imposition. This approach, however, assumes a greater identity of interests 
than recognising tensions stemming from unequal access to economic and 
political power. A rural history in Australia or New Zealand might consider 
the parochial ties significant but would be unlikely (or at least unWise) 
to ignore the class relationships there. 

Hobsbawm (1971: 17-19) notes some precautions which I feel have special 
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relevance to research in Pacific history. This is the necessity for 
synthesis and for ideas to be connected to action or reality. There would 
obviously be little value, for example, in studying the formation of a 
working class in Fiji in isolation, without eXamining the relationship 
of this to the other classes within the political-economy of which it is 
part. Historians outside the Pacific, (e.g., some of the studies of the 
French Revolution or English working-class history) have recognised that 
the examination of 'ideas in action' and social conflict often highlights 
information about society that might not otherwise be possible (paraphrased 
from Hobsbawm 1971: 20). Hempenstall has applied this and it could 
be suggested that Pacific historians might find it fruitful to examine 
the dynamics within protest or nationalist movements in order to understand 
transformations within Pacific societies more. 

I would also urge that Pacific historians should continue to resist 
the trend to be too insular-looking. Some may argue that imperial history 
should be kept at a safe distance from the islands, but there is a 
continual necessity for work which examines colonial penetration into the 
region in a wider scale. This also entails further examination of imperial 
expansion emanating from Australia, New Zealand, Japan and the United 
States, especially those 'informal empires' Roger Thompson (1980) referred 
to. Missionary history has been well worked-over but it could benefit 
from further examination with regard to the colonial expansion of Australia 
and New Zealand. There is still plenty of room for more research concerning 
the people who were converted but did not necessarily achieve star-status 
within the church. 

In the meantime, as teachers of Pacific history to young Pacific 
Islanders, we can only make do with existing monographs and supplement 
them where possible. Yet even these students are only a small proportion 
of the Pacific people around whom historical studies evolve. It is these 
'subjects' who currently do not have adequate access to useful information 
or understanding which could be provided by research. Some historians, 
on the other hand, have the advantage of access to scholarships, doctoral 
programmes, libraries, tape-recorders, friends involved in publishing enter
prises, travel to conferences and the 'Islands', and above all, some 
(increasingly tentative) security of employment in a profession which should 
be of interest to them. Of course I am hardly in a position to criticise 
this, but I would suggest that historians need to look up from the micro
films or the atolls to consider what their research means in terms of the 
development of Pacific history. This suggests a greater communication 
between scholars working in Pacific studies, between them and the people 
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they purport to answer for, but above all for a cOlTVTlitment to the real 
wor ld within which we live . and work. This is one that does not always 
leave behind tidy catalogued files, it may not attach a great deal of 
importance to genealogical traditions or expensive, time-consuming 
ceremonies, but even if it does, its practioners know that there is more 
to life than this. These lives may be rooted in the islands but a great 
deal of their sustenance and fut,ure depends upon political and economic 
forces outside the region. The historian should probe, ask questions, 
select information and analyse. The answers belong to the people who make 
such history. 
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