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Social science research in the South Pacific has had its ups and downs. 
depending on the vagaries of the world economy, wars and other geo-political 
cons iderations, academic fads, and the like. By and large, however, it 
can be argued that it has progressed - at least in terms of specialised 
complexity, the quantity of research and writing, and the range of theoreti
cal perspectives represented. The South Pacific is no longer the preserve 
of a handful of anthropologists studying kinship and sexual practices and 
his torians recording the glories of imperial expansion. The heterogeneity 
of social science research in the region has increased significantly Qver 
the past couple of decades. As a result, there are those who now feel that 
social science in the South Pacific has begun to exhibit a higher level 
of maturity, who believe that it is on the verge of moving beyond simple 
descr iption, vaguely informed by theoretical concerns, to a more sophisti
cated plane. Some scholars have gone so far as to express the view that 
South Pacific social science is about to undergo a revolutionary flowering. 
There are others, of course, who disagree strongly with such optimism. 
A few cynics see little hope of the South Pacific ever being anything other 
than an intellectual backwater, a sea of third-rate scholarship. A few, 
those who miss the 'good old days' of colonial rule, even seem to think 
that things are deteriorating. With such thoughts in mind, it was felt 
that a survey of social science in the South Pacific might be in order; 
a s urvey of what has been going on in terms of description and theoretical 
perspective as well as an assessment of where South Pacific social socience 
seems to be heading. 

The articles in this special issue of The Journal of Pacific Studies 
are drawn from the major fields within social science like history, anthro
pology , and geography, and to a • lesser extent political science and , 
economics , which have been present in the region over the years as well 
as from such relatively new fields of study as accounting, administration, 
and industrial relations. For the most part, their geographical coverage 
is limited to the region served by the University of the South Pacific 
(and to some extent the French colonies), thus largely excluding Papua 
New Guinea and the American-dominated parts of Micronesia. The primary 
exceptions to this are the articles on political science and geography, 
which include extensive coverage of Papua New Guinea. In those articles 



dealing with the older and more established disciplines greater attention 
is paid to the history of their respective disciplines, although the emphasis 
in all cases is on developments within the past decade or so. All of the 
authors have also sought to look at theoretical trends in addition to survey
ing what has been described. Thus, it is hoped to present something of 
a survey of the evolution of social scientific thought in the South Pacific. 
Finally, while bibliographic coverage has had to be selectiVe, an attempt 
has been made to provide reference to all of the more important. works on 
the region. 

The survey begins with an article by Jacqueline Leckie on South Pacific 
history. She starts by drawing attention to the extensive influence of 
the history department at the Australian National University and to 
criticisms about the overly narrow focus of most writing on the region by 
Kerry Howe and others. Pacific history began essentially as a branch of 
imperial history; today traces of this heritage remain, although the pers
pective adopted is now often more critical. Change came about when 
historians like Davidson sought to root regional history more firmly in 
the Pacific, especially to give it more of an islander orientation. While 
this represents an improvement in some ways, it also served to promote overly 
specialised studies ("monographic myopia") and the acceptance of work that 
was of a very poor standard. However, there have been historical studies 
that are broader in scope, including a number such as those on German colon
isation and on the sandalwood trade which have adopted various thematic 
and comparative approaches. There have also been a few attempts to present 
more general syntheses, among them works by Oliver, Grattan, and Howe. 
The article draws attention to Pacific historians like Hempenstall and 
Newbury who have presented a more critical perspective. What continues 
to be sadly underdeveloped, despite the production of a number of historical 
accounts by islanders, is social history of the sort that has become such 
an important force in historiography in many other parts of the world. 

The next article, by Michael Howard, looks at the disciplines of anthro
pology and sociology. While anthropological research in the South Pacific 
has a fairly long history, sociology is a relative newcomer. Furthermore, 
anthropology in the South Pacific (as elsewhere in the Third World) came 
to be closely identified with colonialism; a stigma that sociology, coming 
on the scene later, was able to avoid. Howard's article reviews the history 
of anthropological research in the region from its pre-professional begin
nings, through the early professional period, and up to the present. Ini
tiaLly, research in the South Pacific came to be dominated by British func
tionalism on the one hand and American museum-based materialism on the 
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other. After the Second World War, there was greater interest in 'applied' 
topics, in part because of the changing nature of colonial rule and the 
preparation for the transition from colonialism to neo-colonialism. There 
were theoretical changes as well, with the British seeking to modify their 
functionalist approach and the Americans adopting more of a . cognitive pers
pective in their studies of social organisation and culture and personality. 
The 1960s and early 1970s witnessed a relative boom in anthropological re
search in the region, emanating largely from American universities like 
Harvard, Chicago, and Oregon. While the earlier theoretical perspectives 
continued to be influential, there were new ones as well. On the materialist 
side, for example, there was cultural ecology, and on the mentalist side 
symbolic anthropology. Anthropological work of a more critical nature, 
as exemplified in the writings of Ben Finney, also appeared at this time. 
Until recently there has been little in the ' way of sociology in the South 
Pacific. This situation has begun to change, and in the early 1980s a criti
cal school of sociology started to develop at the Lhiversity of the South 
Pacific. The radical perspective adopted by the USP sociologists offers 
a clear break with the neo-functionalist approach that hitherto has been 
dominant in the region. 

In their survey of geography, Forster, Bryant, Manners, and Clarke 
refer to the discipline as "the next most important" subject to emphasise 
its all-encompassing quality and relevance to other disciplines within social 
science. This said, they note that geography is subject to significant 
internal divisions related to ideological or theoretical perspective, 
specialisation, and a variety of other factors. The main division within 
geography is that between physical and human geography. The authors note, 
however, that despite such fission, the overall message of geography is 
an integrative one. Having introduced the discipline, the authors present 
separate surveys of physical and hlJllan geography. The review of physical 
geography begins with a brief historical overview. This is followed by 
a look at the main sub-fields which focus on soils, vegetation, and climate. 
Their survey of human geography covers works on pre-contact subsistence 
oriented societies, societies undergoing transition and change as a result 
of colonialism and capt~alist penetration, urbanisation, and development. 
In their discussion on urbanisation, attention is drawn to the rapid pace 
of urban growth in the South Pacific and the likelihood that the region 
will be one of the most highly urbanised in the world in the near future. 
The article concludes by noting the strength of geography in terms of quant
ity of materials produced and its weakness in regard to a lack of theoretical 
coherency. Also, the authors feel that, while increased stretegic interest 
in the region by the Pacific rim countries may lead to more research being 
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done in the South Pacific, such research is unlikely to be of rruch benefit 

to islanders themselves. 

Ralph Premdas starts his article on political science by noting the 
uneven development of the discipline in the South Pacific and, more import
antly, the extent to which it has been largely irrelevant to the fundamental 
needs of the people of the region. He then proceeds to review what has 
been done in the major sub-fields: decision-making and public policy, inter
national relations, and internal political institutions and processes. 
In his survey of these sUb-fields, he breaks them down into their component 
parts to look at the various specialised studies that have been produced 
on a country-by-country basis. He concludes by pointing out that most of 
the studies are non-Marxist in their theoretical orientation, although this 
is beginning to change, and that many of the gaps in the study of Pacific 

politics have been filled by scholars in other disciplines. 

H .M. Gunasekera and Ganeshwar Chand focus their survey of economics 
on issues relating to development and underdevelopment, these being the 
primary concerns of economists in the South Pacific. They divide the 
literature into that which follows a linear stages or false paradigm approach 
and that which adopts a radical and Marxist perspective. Among those 
adhering to the linear stages model, influenced by the writing of W.W. Rostow 
and the Harrod-Domar growth model, are Fisk, Ward, and Brookfield. One 
of the points that the authors make is that the people adopting this pers
pective tend not to concern themselves with the issue of distribution, 
but focus instead on narrowly defined questions relating to economic growth. 
Those fitting roughly into a false paradigm perspective have more to say 
about distribution, favouring a 'small is beautiful' outlook and emphasising 
the importance of cultural traditions. Finally, radical or Marxist writings 
in economics have appeared only very recently in the South Pacific. Most 
are by a group of young Fijian scholars. While Gunasekera and Chand are 
generally critical of the more conservative writings, they do point to the 
contributions made by some of these works in highlighting, for example, 
the need to take resource constraints into account. Concerning the more 
radical economists, they note that while they have provided useful criticisms 
of the historical and contemporary situation, they have been weak in offering 
alternative paths to development. 

Administrative studies is one of the newer fields to emerge in social 
science in the South Pacific. In Roman Dubsky's survey of this area of 
study in the region he notes that a fundamental shift occurred in the early 
1970s away from an orthodox Weberian approach in administration to a more 
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development oriented one. 
reports on administration 
a 1972 UNDA T report) and 

In illustration of this point he examines various 
carried out by international agencies (primarily 
surveys development plans around the region. He 

also draws attention to changes towards a greater emphasis on development 
in the teaching of administrative studies at the University of the South 
Pacific. In his review of development planning he covers areas where further 
res earch is needed and points to a number of important issues, raising 
questions concerning utilisation of resources in administration and the 
need for a more thorough examination of the issue of technocracy in planning. 

The article on accounting by Lyons, White and Naughton draws attention 
to questions concerning the appropriateness 
for and by those in advanced capitalist 
countries like those in the South Pacific~ 

of accounting systems designed 
societies for underdeveloped 
They review several areas of 

concern including social responsibility, foreign domination of accounting 
firms and practices, the biases of aid donors and of written materials for 
teaching, and policies setting professional standards. In general, they 
point to the need to carefully consider establishing accounting procedures 
and policies which are appropriate for small developing countries. 

The final article, by Anand Chand, examines a field of study that is 
only just beginning to develop in the South Pacific, industrial relations. 
As he points out, there is relatively little regional written material of 
a descriptive or more analytical nature in this area. Historically, there 
is the literature on blackbirding and the indenture systems, as well as 
a handful of works on early trade union orglmisation in Fiji. Chand provides 
an outline of the major areas of industrial relations, citing the limited 
written material that is available on each. These include the development 
of trade unions, the role of trade unions, trade unions and ideology, trade 
uni ons and politics, union organisation, industrial r elations legislation, 
membership of unions, as well as worker education and worker democracy. 
I n his review of the literature available by country, he finds that Fiji 
is by far the best documented, followed at a considerable distance by Vanuatu 
and the Solomon Islands. Very little has been written on the Polynesian 
countries or Kiribati. '. 

A promi nent t!lement in this collection of articles is the emergence 
of a fundamental split in theoretical perspectives within Pacific social 
science. This is the split between Marxists and non-marxis t s . It represents 
a much more serious disagreement than that which came into being during 
the late colonial and early neo-colonial periods, when scholars in various 
fields began calling for an islander- oriented social science. This earlier 
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departure from orthodox s ocial science, under the broad label of The Pacific 
Way and as exemplified in the false paradigm approach in economics and the 
islander- oriented histories, in fact travelled little distance f r om the 
orthodox pos ition in its underlying view of the nature of society and of 
social science in general. It can be argued that it was simply a realignment 
of ort hodox social science in keeping with the new political realities 
of the South Pacific - an attempt to ally regional social science with the 
emerging national bourgeoisie. In contrast to the homogeneous view of 
Pacific society offered by Pacific Way scholarship, the Marxist perspec t ive 
calls for a profound re-orientatin in how society is viewed with its 
emphas i s on class conflict and the contradictory nature of class-based 
s ocie ty. Accordingly, practices and beliefs associated with 'tradition', 
rather than being almost mindlessly recorded and praised, are linked to 
class dynamics wi thin the evolutionary trajectory of particular modes of 
production (and are often related more specifically to the articulation 
between dominant and subordinant modes of production). Among those adopting 
this more radical, critical perspective are a growing number of historians, 
sociologists, political scientists, geographers, and economists. Their 
approach can be categorised under the general label of historical materialism 
or critical political economy. 

Placing these social scientists wi thin a cOlTlTlon category is not just 
a matter of convenience. Indeed, the degree of integration of the work 
of those adopting this critical perspective would seem to go far beyond 
the cross-disciplinary exchanges of more conservative scholars. This is 
evidenced, for example, in their research on the nature of international 
capital as it operates in the South Pacific, and particularly on transna
tional corporations . A recent volume published by the Transnational 
Corporations Research Project of the University of Sydney, edited by Ernst 
Utrecht (1984), Fiji: Client State of Australasia?, illust rates the point. 
The volume contains essays on various aspects of the capi talist economy 
of Fiji by geographer Randy Thaman, economist Neil Karunaratne, three USP 
sociologists (Ourutalo, Chand and Howard), and Ernst Utrecht himself, whose 
background is in history, political science, and law. Likewise, the first 
issue of South Pacific Forum (published in early 1984 by the USP Sociological 
Society) contains an article by an anthropologist and economist, another 
by an economist and one by a political scientist. Despite diff erences in 
subject matter, these articles exhibit a considerable underlying commonali t y 
which belies the disciplinary origin of their respective authors . One finds 
a parallel situation in s ocial science teaching at the University of the 
South Pacific , where inst ructors from different disciplines who share this 
pers pective t end to draw upon a cOlTlTlon corpus of literature and whose lec-

6 



tures can be seen to represent pieces of a clearly discernable whole - so 
much so that they can be viewed as having considerably more in common with 
one another than with those in their respective disciplines who do not share 
this perspective . It could be argued that what has evolved is a division 
between those adopting a hi~torical materialist or critical political economy 
perspective, and who are in the process of transcending disciplinary bound
aries , and more discipline- oriented bourgeois scholars. 

This leads us into an area that has become an important point of dis
cuss ion among progressive social scientists concerning the significance 
and appropriateness of existing and emerging disciplinary boundaries. There 
are now numerous studies and commentaries on the disintegration of a more 
unified social science during the 19th and early 20th centuries which link 
this process to political and economic pressures and point to how it served 
to undermine the ability or inclination of social scientists to deal with 
the most fundamental questions about the nature of society. A move 'has 
begun to re-integrate social science, largely under the label of a 'world 
sys tem ' approach as championed by Immanuel Wallerstein, Andre Gunder Frank, 
and others. Drawing in part on a Marxist notion of totality (see, 
especially, the writings of Lukacs), advocates of this perspective argue 
in essence that an understanding of a particular segment of the world is 
possible only if the totality of which that segment is a part is kept firmly 
in view. Moreover, this must be seen in evolutionary terms; i.e., within 
the context of the evolution of the world system. This message is 
particularly important for Third World scholars seeking to understand 
development and underdevelopment. Bourgeois social scientists, primarily 
anthropologists and geographers, have at times sought to promote a holism 
of their own, but the differences between their functionalist whole and 
the evolving, contradiction-ridden totality of Marxist scholars is profound. 

If, as historical analysis would seem to indicate, disciplinary bound
aries within social science are to be seen in part at least as the product 
of advanced capitalist societies, then a question arises as to their appro
priateness for underdeveloped countries like those of the South Pacific. 
Critical historians of social science have sought to show that these divi
sions evolved partly ~s a means of creating an acquiescent social science. 
Is it desirable for Third World countries to accept this part of their 
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colonial heritage? Will a fundamental understanding of the immense problems 
confronting these countries be possible from the highly segmented work of 
s Cholars who focus on the gathering of minute empirical data? Turning to 
tertiary education in the South Pacific, it must be asked whether the 
University of the South Pacific should copy universities elsewhere which 
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have become centres of segmented scholarship that avoids asking fundamental 
questions? This is a situation that may be more comfortable for a minorit~ 
but is it in the interest of the mass of people in the region? 

Recently, in some advanced capitalist countries like the United States, 
there has been even further retreat from the goal of comprehending the 
totality of social life in moves to abandon traditional social science 
in favour of very narrow technical training in fields like accounting and 
business administration. No one would deny the need for technical expertise 
in areas like accounting, administration or industrial relations. But to 
divorce such expertise totally from a broader understanding of the context 
within which such technical activities take place is at best highly question
able. In the past few years, the South Pacific has witnessed the rise of 
technically-oriented social science training. 50 far, however, as evidenced 
in the last three articles in this collection, the links between the more 
philosophical branches of social science and the technical ones have remained 
important. One can only hope that this relationship will be maintained 
and fissional tendencies be avoided. The countries of the region are badly 
in need of well-trained social scientists with technical expertise, but 
do not require legions of mindless technocrats. 

My own personal view is that only the evolution of a truly pluralist 
philosophical arena within Pacific social science can benefit the people 
of the region in their search for solutions to the numerous problems that 
they face. It is an essential educati'pnal environment for those who will 
assume important technical and political roles in their societies. For 
this reason, the emergence of views that are very different from those 
that have been dominant to date is encouraging. But we are still a long 
way from achieving a situation of real pluralism. The hegemony of the more 
traditional perspectives within Pacific social science has only begun to 
be challenged. 
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