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WHEN MARX BECAME AN ISLANDER 

Reflections on South Pacific radicalism 

A lecture delivered during U.S.P. Pacific Week 1978 

Sean Regan 

THERE is an old Greek story about an inveterate pessimist: 
a man who, after thirty years of weariness and 
tribulation, decided one day that life was not worth 
the trouble of being , lived, and that those who thought 
otherwise were but fools for their ambitions and empty
handed pleasures. So, like many before him and since, 
he sharpened a razor with the intention of slicing it 
across his wrist. But before the final act, he 
resolved, as a last insult to his hated world, to compose 
a suicide-song explaining to whom-ever might listen, 
the condition of his misery and the reasons for his 
decision. When it was completed to his satisfaction, 
he werit out into the street to look for an audience. 

It happened that a wealthy citizen was passing by, and, 
having been accosted by the pessimist, agreed, 
reluctantly, to the latter's request that he listen to 
the song. The pessimist sang and as he progressed 
through the twenty five verses of the diatribe the 
citizen be.cameincre.asinglY restive. Never before had 
he experienced such beautiful poetry or critical insight 
that cut so deep to the heart of man's flimsy pretences 
and arrogance. Hi~ intelligence, acc6unted for till 
then by the lure of possessions and the licence of the 
body, was suddenly transformed to the cruel self
knowledge of the truly unhappy. By the final couplets, 
he could take no more and threw himself under the wheels 
of a~aisingwaion, dying a ~low .and painful death . 
At this the pessimist recoiled, astounded at the effect 
of his poetry, and at the responsibility that his words 
entailed. He returned to his house and sank deep into 
meditation. 

After a while, he determined to try his song with some 
others, to see whether the effect would be the same. 
So·he we,nt to the market-place and gathered a crowd 
around him. He told them he would wager they could 
not listen tQ his song without beinr filled with such 
grief and despair that they would immediately be 
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seized by the desire to kill themselves and do away 
with all worldly interests. Th~ crowd laughed at 
him but accepted the challenge. He sang, and at the 
end of the song, every single one of the did as the 
pessimist had said they would do. 

He was jubilant and again postponed his suicide, now 
convinced he had the power to take the rest of the 
world with him before he died. So he trav elled 
throughout the surrounding countryside and hi s fame 
spread before him. People would flock to the market 
squares to hear his song and pit themse lves against 
the self-violence of the vision he professed; they 
also paid him considerable money in one-sided wagers. 
They all died by their own hand. 

After ~everal months of this travelling, t he pessimist 
was a rich man and, as things go, began to wonder 
less and less at the meaning of the words he sang, 
constant repetition making them dull to hi s ear. 
But he sang nonetheless and his wealth increased until 
he no longer concerned himself as to the purpose of 
his singing. 

Then, one day, while resting in a room, he heard 
outside the strains of a song that was very familiar 
to him, his own. He started. The tune was carried 
by the voice of a young boy and the words were 
articulated as though by accident. There was no 
pathos, not ~ trace of scorn in the vicious poetry, 
the cruel turns of phrase. It served only the 
purpose of a song with which one passes the time. 
The pessimist listened, entranced. He waited until 
the last couplet of the song, then went out and 
threw himself under the wheels of a passing wagon, 

. dying a slow and pain-ful death. 

2 

The intended moral of this story has never been quite 
clear to me, at least insofar as it is difficult to 
tell which of the protagonists is the most discredited. 
The pessimist's role is uncomfortably open to the 
story-teller's confident moral irony, while the boy 
survives only by virtue of his ignorance ~r 
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. stupidity. (We may , leave aside the question of 
the audiences, who took to a logical extreme the 
negation of per~onal iderttitythat characterizes the 
rationale of audiences in general.) Indeed, the 
only firm outcome 'is the pessimism of the narrator 
himself, a sCeptical derision that makes for a dour 
picture of human gullibility, not worth the effort 
of a suicide. His option, as T.S.Eliot once 
suggested, is only to "Wipe your hand across your 
mouth, and laugh". 
-, ~. 

I raise this somewhat despondent theme as an 
introduction to and illustration of what I suggest is 
the dominant mode of radical intellectual discourse 
within the ' Pacific region. The analogy is not, of 
cour~e, perfect, but it serves ' better than much else 

' to bring to light the degree of self-ind~lgence and 
:ritihdless sloganiiing that distinguish the "radicalif 

political dialogue of Pacific-oriented intellectuals 
'~t the ~res~nt ~ime~ The pe~simists " fr6m overseas, 

"having ~orkedthe fashionable .cirtuits of . leftist 
hara:kiri, Row come to ' perform the act itself ~n the 
company of :the suitably ennobled savage; while the 
intoxicatiori of youthful PQlititizing renders totally 
unproblematic the reception of the appropriate tunes 
without terribly much concern for the words that 
accompany them. ' The result is not espec.ially 
dignified . . 

I say all this . in a heavily polemical way and so, 
before proceeding to a more substantial argument, 
had better first define more precisely my terms of 
reference. "Radicalism" is a concept with almost as 
many meanings as adherents to its cause; as, in its 
own way, is the concept of "the intellectual". The 
latter, for our present purposes, can be most use
fully taken in Gramsci's general sense of denoting 
anyone who ' is even remotely engaged in the conceptual 
defence or subversion of the status quo. l Clearly 
there are grades of such "intellectual" and clearly 
too the number supporting the existing order will be 
greater than those attacking it (if only because the 
majority are engaged in quite ordinary, self
consciously apolitical tasks; they would support any 
order). For the present course of Pacific development, 
and -for t'h~ moment limiting our attention to the 
expatriate community. I suggest that there are two 
quite separate categories into which these intellect
ualsfall . . -First, and predominantly, are the 
defenders of the market system and liberal 
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ide6io'gY. These individuals come' in various shapes . 
and 'sizes, though most of them are well-fed, well
dres~e'd and welli.overse'd in a Certain style of 
e.ducc3.tion. Their 'aim, broadly speaking, is the . 
infus,ion of "moderniza tion"or "development'..' ' into the 
"traditional" societies .of the Pacific" this taking 
the· f 'oI'm · of trade missions, educ:a tional and volunteer 
ass i-stance , 'religious conversions and, most 
vacuo·us·ly, the symbolic :presentat'ion of "culture". 
They are not, generally speaking, possessed ~f evil 
intentions as they are not, generally speaking, 
possessed of a developed moral sensibility. 

' ,,: ' 

~he ~econd Cg~oup, as yet a minority but certain to 
ine-rease in ' influence .if not size, we may stipulatively 
term' t 'he radicals. They maybe furt,her subdivided. 

-. into' twore];a ted, though distinct, factions. On the 
' ori~hand are ' those groups and individuals adhering 
·to ·one of ' the Marxist orneo-Marxist orthodoxies; 

: the more frequent ~allegiances aie to Leninism or 
Maoism, ·but several other doctrinal .variations are 
possible. Their orthodoxy stems from ' a principled 

. ,fideli ty t,o the ·theory and requirements of ' inter
national socialism, as it is variously mariifested. 
Characteristically, they are ex~rcised by an , inter~st 
in 'national and interna-tional revolution, premissed 
ontfie nee.d to destroy capitalism and replace it with 
a more rational order; in the influence ~f tl~Ss 
conflict as a determinant of social development; and 
(most practically) in the promotion of class awareness 
'amongst the recently proletarianized sections of the 
Island populations. For this and other related 
reasons . they are usually considered troublemakers. or 
the e~issaries ~f malevolen~ foreign agencies. 2 

The other faction is; at p~esent, even less 
extensive than the first, consisting of no more than 
·a few choice individuals who do, however, wield 

·.cons iderably more influence than their numbers would 
suggest . . They are not easily subsumed under anyone 
lab~l and are most accessible as renegades or mavericks 
from the more orthodox camps. ' Philosophically, they 
start from much the same premisses as their activist 
confreres but tend to the opinion that the present 
world order is in some sense a betrayal of what it 
should have been and that the major political 
divisions ( including those within socialism and 
communism) are deformations of an earlier pristine 
vision. They believe, in short, (and I shall discuss 
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thj:s more fully below) . that His.tory has lost its way. 
They are usually quite pessimistic people, though 
normally as well-fed and well-dressed as the liberals. 
Their effect on political d~alogu~ is, however, far 
more insidious·. 

Both variants of the second groul> fa11 readilyu!lder 
the labei of radicalism, th6ugh there aresigniflcant 
differences between them. What they basically share 
is an interest in history, or History with a capital 
"H" as we ;sh-ould perhaps more correctly call it. 
The position they' take in relat~on to Pacific interests 
is a direct reflection of th~ir more fundamental 
attitude towards the logic of the historical process 
and its consistency with their philosophical 
expectations. We shall see shortly the reasons for 
their differences and the respective effects of their 
teaching. But for the moment it is necessary to 
understand more precisely the rationale of , their 
general outlook. · . 

Radical social philosophy especially in its Hegelian 
or Marxist derivations, istrequently characterized 
as the con.temporary · self -cri ticism of the West, and 
though this : is .not a particularly accurate or helpful 
repre~entation of the tendenc,'s actual argumentation 
it does enaole us to appreciate its peculiar .mora~ 
sigriificance for ~ur 6wn time. In ordinary pOlitical 
terms, the persuasion is recognized for its denotice
ment of liberal-rationalism and the practical mani
festations of modern cipitalist culture. Por ~his 
reason, radicalism's terms of reference have b~en 
(philosophically speaking) artificially entwined with 
the progress of the industrial West, the occasion of 
its orthodoi caricature. This is not, of course, to 
deny that the almost exclusive concern with modern 
capitalism is fortuitious or a matter of arbitrary 
choice. All aspect~s of the argument revolve around 
the theme of historical m~vement and the ·preconditions 
for the sort of rational society that this may be 
expected to produce. As such, it requires a directed 
interest in the motor forces of the modern period, 
which obviously determines the focus for its sub
sequent social analys is. Thus ·, although the original 
purpose of the argument is a general critique of man 
himself, and· its ' major reference points rationality 
and irrationality per se, its particular application 
in the present must take account of the historically 
significant elements of the modern world-; which means, 
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specifically, an interest in the nature of capitalism 
and the progress of the West. 

Let us examine this point in some detail. Radicalism , 
proceeds from the proposition that man is a rational 
creatute, at least to the extent that his reason (or 
consciousness) has the capacit~ of autonomous 
re,flection ,and "freedom". As urgen Habermas has ' 
~xpr~ssed it: . , 

"Human 'existence denotes a peculiar 
comb ina tion, of, environmental 
c'onfinement and purposive 'openne'ss. 
By itself, the one or the other 

- would be applicable to animals , or -
angels; , but man . is placed between' 

. the two ;.~' (3) 

It is the even minimal potential for "purposive 
op enness" tha t is responsible for the radical concern 
with rea s on, as it is this which presuJ}poses the 
qyalitative break with the life ~ restrictions faced 
by the rest of the animal kingdom. Reason as the 
defining f aculty of ' human nature provides also a 
criterion for the eval~ation of ~xisting reality and 
a ' prescription for what is authentically or fully 
rational. Man's identity therefore~ and the 
fountain-head of his social system, can no longer be 
rrealt with under the premises of a strict materialism 
that views him as 0alY part of animal na ture - the 
position which is a opted, at base, ,by liberalism. 
Herbert Marcuse has stated the case in terms that, 
if not readily accessible, are nonetheless apposite: 

"Reason is the fundamental category 
of philosophical thought, the only 
one by means of which it has bound 
itself to human destiny. Philosophy 
wants to uncover the ultimate and 
most general grounds of being. Under 
the name of reason it conceived the 
idea of an authentic being in which · 
all significant antitheses (of subject 
and object, essence and appearance, 
thought and being) were reconciled. 
Connected with this idea was the 
conv i ction that what exists is not 
immed ia tely and already rational, but 
r at he r must be brought to reason. 
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Reason represents the highest 
potentiality of man and of existence; 
the two belong together. For when 
reason is accorded the status of 
substance, this means that at its 
highest level, as authentic reality , 
the world no longer stands opposed 
to the rational thought of men as 
mere material objectivity." (4) 

It is, of course, dangerous to oversimplify any 
philosophical position, but I think we can safely 
contend that, in essence, the radical perspective 
derives from the belief that it is possible to 
determine in impartial (or, in principle, objective) 
terms what is rational and, further, that it is 
possible for this knowledge to be used as the basis 
of social reconstruction. To be sure, the concern 
with reason is nothing new; throughout history men 
have thought it possible to oFder human affairs along 
rational lines. What distinguishes modern radicalism, 
however, is the ontological base on which it stands. 
That is to say, the potential of reason is the 
measure of man himself and his existence as a natural 
being. If reason is to be achieved it will have 
to be in the immediate realm of the world as we know 
it. The effect this has on human expectations is 
therefore both encouraging and dispiriting: 
encouraging to the extent that it provides for the 
possibility of salvation on earth, of changing the 
world now; dispiriting to the extent that if such 
salvatIOn is not achieved on earth it certainly will 
not be achievea-anywhere else. Thus, I suspect, we 
may explain the emotionally schizoid nature of most 
sensitive radicals, whose movement between the 
extremes of optimism and pessimism is less a matter 
of manic depression than a simple realistion of the 
terms of their own philosophy.5 

The advocacy of reason is both a philosophical and a 
historical requirement, and the two aspects complement 
each other. The philosophical abstraction is drawn 
from a speculative consideration 0f man's nature as 
such: simply, what it ~s for him to realise the full 
potential of his mind. The historical design 
requires the establishment of a new social conscious
ness able to effect the transition from an irrational 
social structure. They are interdependent, for 
compre.hension of reason is essentially a question 
of historical understanding, while the restructuring 
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of history can only come about through the agency 
of rational consciousness. 

We may express this in terms of Habermas ' conception 
of human nature. To the extent that we are confined 
(like the animals) by the environment (by biological 
and physical conditions) we cannot aspire to 
rationality; to the extent that we have overcome them, 
we can. This clearly makes the achievement of full 
reason a developmental norm. It requires, if nothing 
else, the degree of human control over phys i cal 
processes that is necessary to support the practicality 
of a move away - in the literal sense - from 
environmental confinement. This explains the concern 
of radicalism - especially Marxism - with the. 
influence of modes of production, of technological and 
economic progress as the groundwork of self
determination. More generally, it explains the 
intere$t in history as the context to which the 
development of reason is restricted. Given that a 
rational social structure will require a significant 
change in social (as opposed to merely individual) 
consciousness, it becomes crucial to determine' the 
appropriate economic, productive conditions for its 
development. Or, again in Habermas ' scheme, self
reflection is determined by !Ian emancipatory cognitive 
interest!l which in turn is dependent on an 
appropriate socio-economic context. 7 

This is the basic logic of most radical philosophies 
of history and in itself suggests why most of them 
end up as secular eschatology - or Historicism (in 
Popper's sense),8 That is to say: from the 
defensible premise that reason can only be fully 
realised ~s the result of a certain kind of 
historical development they move to the totally 
speculative position that the iurpose of history 
(History) is to bring about th~srat1onal end. 

Now this is clearly u,nwise. We may allow that the 
historical process can relate to the achievement of 
'reason , as an absolute (philos0phically-derived) 
value, but it does not follow from this that history 
itself conforms to an equally absolute and abstract 
logic. Our ordinary experience of history does not 
suggest that it follows any suprahistorical (or 
Historical) course. ' As simply the collective 
function of human activity it is the context in 
which rationality can be either achieved or thwarted; 
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and the recognition of this Janus-like quality in 
history has led to the equivocal and quite extraordinary 
a tti tudes that radicals have adopted towards it. On 
the one hand - and corresponding to the stance of 
orthodox Marxism I mentioned earlier - they have 
succombed to the temptations of secular eschatology 
and invested history with a final purpose; in this 
metaphysical stipulation hypostatised entities 
(nations, ' classes) act out a pre-ordained conflict 
in the dimensions of an ancient tragedy - though all 
of the main actors seem quite unable to remember what 
role they are supposed to be playing. In orthodox 
Leninism, the approach boils down to an obsession 
with the emancipatory role of the industrial working 
class or, what amounts to the same thing, the 
Historical vindication of working class politics. 
On the other hand - and this corresponds to the 
ideology of radical pessimism - history as such has 
been abandoned for its failure to live up to the 
expectations quite unfairly raised of it and an 
attitude of affluent unconcern is substituted for 
revolutionary enthusiasm. Again, in practical terms, 
this position stems from a dogmatic adherence to the 
role of the working class, though this time with a 
rather more acute sense of its failure to perform 
its Historical duty. 

The limitation of the emancipatory medium of History 
to a single social class entails also, of course, a 
narrowing of geographical interest. It was long a 
tenet of all variants of Marxism that capitalist 
development was unilinear and that the experience of 
the "advanced" market societies had inevitably to be 
emulated by the "backward" ones; which assumption has 
only quite recently. been overthrown in political 
economy and seems not yet to have percolated down to 
the level of social analysis. 9 Thus, in terms of the 
socio-economic interests of Marxist radicalism, 
Europe and (to a lesser extent) North America have 
provided the paradigm of all serious revolutionary 
analysis, up to and including the now more fashionable 
concern with the possibilities of "permanent 
revolution" in the Third World. 

It is this joint dogma of History and revolution which 
is mainly responsible for the sterility of most 
contemporary radical attempts at politicisation. 
In attaching itself to an implicit eschatology, 
radicalism quite unnecessarily does away with the 
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gradualist approach to societal rationality that is 
implicit in the original 19th century philosophies. 
Or, to look at it another way, the enthusiasm for a 
~ualitative historical break (through revolution) 
as tended to blinker the ongoing perception of 

possible quantitative changes in the direction of 
greater rationality; which has further guaranteed 
the metaphysical view of history. With all attention 
focussed on the grand design of world revolution, 
little interest is evinced in the more mundane 
developments of history, especially those that occur 
outside of the major centres of proletarian struggle. 

Superficially, we might denigrate such radicalism as 
simply ethnocentric in the extreme. This would be 
acceptable if the underlying problem were only that 
of geographical chauvinism or, more probably, a 
misreading of historical development. But it i's much 
more. In essence, the problem with such radicalism 
is that it is theoretically unsound; that it is forced 
into its obsess:i:on with the proletariat by its very 
theoretical terms of reference (whi'ch are not, as I 
have suggested, its philo~ophical terms of reference). 
The fault cannot be rectified, therefore, at the 
level of geopolitical argument (which is what many 
Third World radicals are attempting to do). It must 
be attacked philosophically; and since that would 
call to count the dogma of the last hunarea years it 
is not likely to move a very practicable adv·enture. 

The predominant attitude towards the experience of the 
"peripheral" areas generally reflects this prevailing 
attitude towards History. Those for whom revolution 
is still a realistic possibility ~;-omewher.e in the 
world depart from the premise that proletarian 
development is the only imperative task. Their duty 
is to raise consciousness, establish channels of 
sOlidarity with revolutionaries elsewhere, to create 
the preconditions for revolutionary takeover. On 
the other hand, those who have more or less abandoned 
the hope of revolution engage in a form of latter
day Sadducism, bemoaning the fate not only of the 
advanced but also the underdeveloped parts of the 
capitalist order; or else they revert to a . 
disillusioned revival of primitive communism, as a 
final effort at making something worthwhile of the 
last years of the century. A laudable effort, 
perhaps, if they were not so convinced that it is 
exclusively their century with which the rest of the 
world has to contend. 
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The major- 't -hrtise 'of- illy' ' ~r·guni~nt'. :Shfotilti now b'~1 ~t ::
l elfst- rhetoric'a:l~lt clear' . ' The 'e'spolls'al df a ~' I ' 

Hi s t"or'icist philosophy that- pr'edetern1in,es '( he . 
necessary course '-that' rational, 'developmeiit' "1 S t o ' ( ake, 
and which thereby' allocates "T'oles of ~Histoticaf ,.. 
significance on the basis of largely logical and not 
historical considerations, almost inevitably leads to 
the neglect or outright abandonment of theory in 
respect of anything else. Therefore, as history 
could not match up to the needs of History, it has 
been ' emptily shorn of any other significance ~hatso
ever. In the vast majority of Third World countries 
the results have been painfully obvious for the last 
twenty years. The potential for historical theory, 
the analysis of the present in terms of its 
contextual significance in an open-ended movement of 
ordinary human endeavour, has been ignored for a 
mindless subservience to' quasi-religious mysticism, 
whether, in the tortuous gue-rrilla "the'ories" o'f 
Debray or Guevara: or the ludicrous attempts, as in 
Fanon, to provide a "scientific" vindication of 
colonial revolution. Such are two among the many 
efforts at what must rank the most futile attempt 
at political mysticism since King Canute. The 
situation is further complicated by the involvement ', 
through simple realpolitik, of the various "Great 
Powers" in their half-hearted attempts at 
justificatory ideology. 

So as not to be misunderstood: I am not suggesting 
that the basic intention of this kind of radical 
analysis is misdirected if it represents an attempt 
to analyse the present in terms of the past. What 
I am suggesting is that the "paradigm" used for this 
analysis, as well as the practical involvement that 
motivates it, may be quite usefully discarded as an 
i nstance of metaphysical dogma. That, :more ' , 
significantly, the obsession with the idee fix~of 
r evolution ("liberation" being only a 'prelude) blinds 
t he combatants to the more original and realisable 
possibilities of rational social ieconstruttion -
which is, after all, the final purpose of' , 
r evolutionary action itself. Whether most of the 
concerned militants are aware of this point is, of 
course, quite 'another matter. 
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Pacific? I would not for a moment wish to insinuate 
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that they. are on· the ·increase. ' .Whether or not we 
take that kind of prognostication seriously, we may 
still assess their influence in terms of its relative 
applicability to the region. The potential for class 
conflict in the urban areas is probably quite -high. 
If, to use 'J. S. Mill t S term, "dissenting pre·achers" 
are allowed to spread theiT doctrines amongst the 

_ wage-earning class, and to introduce the political 
vocabulary of social conflict, it is quite likely, 
as Ratu Mara and others fear, that class will become 
a dominant form of, self-perception in. the near 
future. In non-affluent . capitalist sogieties such 
as those (with the exception of Nauru) in the 
South Pacific, this kin~ of class conflict would lead 
to significant disturbances and, probably, dic-tator
ship. For thos.e who adhere to proletarian radicalism 
such a development would be not only necessary but 
desirable. 

Whatever one thinks of the ideological outlook of 
these "proletarian" radicals, their . mission is at 
least straightforward and their t ,erms of antagonism 
more or less fixed. For this reason they do not 
seem to me worthy of very much censure, though one 
might quarrel- with their theory. Of · far . greater 
concern, and deserving of far greater contempt, are 
t~ose adherents of radical pessimism whose overkll 
reason for life seems to be that of institutionalising 
despair at the level of a moral credo. It is an 
attractive way of making an - intellectual career and 
subsumes all forms of genuine radicalism under the 
unspoken commitment of self-indulgence; it is also 
highly attractive to those Pacific elites whose self
esteem, in the fact of an encroaching capitalism, 
could not long sustain the fabric of its own 
privileges. 

According to this position, thp- prospects for rational 
reconstruction are practically nil. This conclusion 
is drawn from the same basic terms of reference as 
that of orthodox Marxism, but with, as I said, a 
different interpretation of history and the role of 



:57 

the industrial proleta'rillt. In the industrial nllt ions 
themselves, the result of this v.ague insight is .the 
promulgation of indifference, political suicide-songs 
de~igned to reinforce their oWn estrangement. 
Elsewhere, it' turns, into , a form of ideological self
abuse which, if not serving to provoke the spectator
sport of moral condemnation, has at least the pleasing 
alternative of suggesting good reasons for the process 
t o continue to self-immolation. Not, of course, that 
many of them would want to go that far, except perhaps 
metaphorically. The immediate aim is to sell t}:le 
tune of the' contempt they bear for their ownsoci,eties, 
so that, in hearing it played back wi thout t~e , 
slightest comprehension of what the various arguments 
really mean, they may indulge themselves further in 
the vicarious pleasures of moral suicide. 

This is an eminently practical affair and it is played 
out at various levels. Europeans - and fo a lesser 
extent Americans - have long been in thrall to the 
expatriate novel, the diaries of men and women having 
grown sick of one place, killing themselves off in 
another through alcohol, sex, poverty; most often a 
disastrous combination of all three. 10 If that were 
all there was to it, we could 'justify the move as an 
attempt to expand literature. But the morality of 
literature extends also to other spheres and the 
congress of "involved natives" spreads from that of 
a Bloody Mary or half-ca$te prostitut~ to encompass 
the politic.l leadership of an entire nation and its 
effective politics. They still produce books, but 
these are now in the form of development theories ' and 
cultural b,ackslapping, the .aimless pandering to a 
f oreign sentiment that they never really understood 
except in the context of their owri aesthetic failings. 

It should be stressed that I am not here ref erring to 
those century-old romantics ' and intellectual beach
combers who still see in the South Seas something 
approximating to paradise. 11 Such individuals do 
ex ist, of course, but they are mainly engaged in 
r elatively harmless pursuits associated with tourist 
promotIon ' and the flogging of dead cultural horses. 

or ' do ' I get 'the impre'ssionthat today many . 
I slanders' perception o£ this .unintended paternalism 
i s at all favourable. ' I te£er, instead~ to the morbid 
symbiosis that now obtains between the disillusioned 
Historical radical and his Pacific audience, the 
pessimist and the ' b,oy, one tomfoolery . to another. 
The narrowness of the radicalts vision of History 
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has caused him to neglect the fact that the Pacific 
has a history, and thus the possibilities o-f an 
apposite and rational form of cr~tical analysis. 
On the other side, the smugne 'ss of the local elite's 
desire for navel-gazing and an unwiilingness to come 
to terms with its recent history has made it ready 
prey to the facile criticisms of the West ·and, their 
corollary, the facile beatification of its own 
suddenly-discovered identity: . the Pacific Way, 
Fa'a Samoa and so on. While both sides are so 
meticulously engaged in their mutual glorification, 
the task of the down to earth Sydney businessman or 
the ' accountant from Salt Lake City is made that much 
easier. 

Part of the local elite comprises, -of course, the 
local radicals and it is on them that the influence 
of the pessimists has been greatest. The desirable 

. dialogue of peop-le who are comparably committed to 
the universal goal of human development has never 
really got off the ground. In its place is a mode of 
political bitchery that has, at its worst, simply 
eradicated the internationalist core of historically 
sen~itive radical debate. This ~~ . nnt surprising. 
For; given the ahistorical perspective of the more 
established patterns of radicalism, and the sel£
tdntempt that these inevitably bring, the Pacific 
rad-ical is plunged into an arena in which he has no 
real part to play. Or, to put it more bluntly: the 
Pacific radical never receives an authentically _ 
radical education. He is pot brought to terms with 
the general philosbphical ~easoning that is the 
initiator of radic~lism in the first pJace and 
confronts it only as a generalised commitment 
!'against" capitalism or "for" the working class; it 

.· is· somehow opposed to- exploitation, yet at the same 
time incoherently uncritical of what has happened in 
the Pacific itself, as this has seemingly moved 
outside of the general Historical metaphysic. 

Th& problem is apparent in the very language and 
concerns of local radicalism, which, in all important 
respects, ' parallel the navel-gazing of ~he more 
liberal elites. The most popular term is that of 
"ethnocentrism", used to denote anything vaguely 
unfavourable to the present perception of Pacific 
"interests". It is more crudely expressed in the 
invective frequently directed towards such collective 
demons as ' the "palagi1t or "the West". , Its .corollary 
is the childlike enchantment wit;h "blackness" or · the 
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glorification of Cuba, Africa or "anti-imperialism", 
pandered to by visiting nationalists with less a sense 
of history than of Hollywood screen-testing. At 
the most mundane and petty level, it descends to 
t antrum throwing and bureaucratic histrionics. 

Perhaps it is unfair to call this radicalism; it is 
certainly inaccurate to do so . It is oppositionist 
or obstructionist, though even then the precise 
enemy is not at all clearly defined . I should prefer 
t o call it manque radicalism, or, if that sounds too 
pr etentious, perverted radicalism. For it is what 
could have been genuine radicalism, but which has been 
dl s torted into self-indulgence and racism by the very 
i nability of outside radicalism to overcome its own 
t heoretical failings. As a result, the lack of any 
concerted outside effort to analyse the region from a 
critical perspective with a view to rational 
r econstruction, has seemed suff i cient justification 
f or the belief that no such analysis is necessary. 
The consequences we see in the ignorance, illogicality 
and simple-minded scurrility of the local "radicals". 
Though they satisfy their conscience in this way, it 
does little to help what one imagines to be their 
u ltimate cause. 

The fault lies squarely on the shoulders of the 
pessimists and their craving for vindication. It 
should hardly be surprising to them that their 
Pacific audiences treat their diatribes as little 
more than convenient tunes on which to hang a few 
personal prejudices an~ to disguise their own 
inadequacy. For it is ~ that they have been educated 
to do, in the absence or-any real philosophical 
experience. 

The effect that all of this will have on Pacific 
development is already apparent. The de facto 
alliance of liberal and radical pessimist 
intellectuals in promoting orthodox market development 
- the one by design, the other by default - will 
probably in time create the conditions in which the 
orthodox Marxists will be heard and taken seriously. 
This would mean that faci£ic island states, given 
their relatively weak posi~ion within the world 
market system, would assume the characteristics o£ 
underdeveloped states elsewhere, unable to attain 
affluence, unable to revert or change their course, 
and could expect to experience considerable urban 
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sprawls, violence, police rule and all the otner 
normal aspects of retarded capitalist progress. In 
the meantime, class will be reinforced in the minds 
of more than a small elite as the only politically 
serious determinant of social change and thus will 
further the process along. 

The alternative, and one that is still remotely 
possible, would be a reorientation of radical-critical 
thought along the dual lines of its original 
philosophical motivation, which was the advancement of 
societal rationality, and its historical sensitivity, 
which was open-ended. From what we know of the Pacific 
and of its relative immunity from the forms of 
interference that have damaged societies elsewhere 
it would seem that this kind of orientation would be 
both possible and fruitful. It requires only a 
monumental improvement in the quality of the region's 
intellectuals. 

4 

Finally, some self-evident caveats and a summary of 
sorts. My concern was to establish a point of 
reference, or an elementary framework from which it 
should be possible to ask intelligible and intelligent 
questions about the nature and direction of Pacific 
radicalism. To this end, I have chosen, as is 
inevitable in this kind of presentation, a very 
general and polemical format. It is also one in 
which my own ideological preferences have probably 
become abundantly clear: that requires no apology. 
In forwarding the claim that a mor .e constructive 
radical alternative is possible, I have not attempted 
to indicate what I think it could be. That would 
require a far more detailed account which would be 
inappropriate to the present topic. Thus, my 
intention is only the modest, one of introducing 
discussion. 

The central theme of the talk was both general and 
particular. Its general thesis was the contention 
that radicalism has divorced its contemporary 
interests, both theoretical and practical, from 
their original philosophical context - in which the 
advancement of reason was the critical goal; in its 
place is a bowdlerised design of secular eschatology 
which has replaced the initial concern with history 
as the condition of relative rational advancement by 
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a commitment to History as the ground of absolute 
rationality. The result is an unhistorica1 
aversion to anything that is not immediately germane 
to the logic of History (that is, proletarian politics) 
and its reintegration into reality through a narrow 
and unhistorical conceptual prism. The two major 
manifestations of this are a bizarre obsession with 
world revolution in which class politics play the 
key role; or else a retreat from history altogether 
in the light of its failure to have been moulded 
into History; a political expression of self-contempt 
or pessimism. 

The more particular subject was the effect of this 
twofold critical degeneration on the course of Pacific 
rad icalism and its relation to regional politics in 
general. The advent of the former kind of 
"proletarian" radicalism is not, I suggested, as yet 
significant, though it may become so in the future. 
The influence of the second is far more serious, 
especially as it plays up to the prejudices and 
ignorance of several important segments within the 
Pacific elites including the region's own "radicals". 
I ts relation to them I suggested by use of the story 
mentioned at the beginning. It is an excuse for the 
outside radical's wallowing in his own self-disgust, 
and a vindication of the islander's venting historical 
charges about which he knows very little and is 
likely to care even less. The consequence will not . 
be desirable; a matter, we might speculate, of 
Nero's fiddling even before Rome has begun to burn, 
and probably going back to what remains of nature 
when it does. 

Critical philosophy, or philosophical radicalism, 
does, in its original form, comprise a general theory 
of man in which the conditions of rational advance 
are made explicit. It requires a particular 
historical context for the realisation of its 
developmental norm of societal rationality. But this 
is not a pre-determined norm and the conditions and 
expression of rationality may take several 
different forms. Recognition of this overall frame
work and a historically sensitive attempt to apply 
it in the forum of Pacific development could lead 
to a desirable outcome. The only alternative, 
under present practice, is a major increase in the 
hegemony of market economics and liberal ideology, 
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with all of the consequences that this entails (and 
which has been held responsible for the beLrayal 
of History in the west). Given existing conditions, 
it seems the more likely alternative. 

Singing the pessimist's song, it is possible to 
provide for both extensive cultural centres, induced
birth Pacific literature and five to seven year 
tax holidays, among other things. That is not 
really a celebration of innocence, though it accounts 
for the personal enrichment of the various elites. 
It is, more than anything, the unintended revenge 
of the learned ignoramus. As we are warned in the 
Books of Bokonon: 

"Beware of the man who works hard 
to learn something, learns it, and 
finds himself no wiser than before 
.... He is full of murderous 
resentment of people who are 
ignorant without having come by their 
ignorance the hard way.tt (12) 
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