
Pacific Islands History in the Vernacular 
PRACTICAL AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS' 

TWO DECADES AGO, Gavan Daws asked a group of other Pacific historians, 'Do 
we know or care who we write for, other than, say, readers of the Journal [of 
Pacific History P. Do we think of writing for the people we write about — 
islanders?'2 The short answer is that Pacific historiography — like its British 
counterpart — has become specialized and over-professionalized to the extent 
of being cut off from general readers, who have better things to do than devour 
PhD-inspired research.1 It would, perhaps, be unfair to compare the readership 
of the Journal of Pacific History, which first appeared in 1966, with that of Alan 
Moorehead's popular book The Fatal Impact, also published that year, the 
numerous reprintings of which have sold in their thousands.4 The comparison is 
nevertheless apposite because it indicates the extent of the disjunction between 
popular history and academic history in the field of Pacific studies. 

The lack of a wider lay audience carried a certain irony, given the interpretative 
thrust of the new Pacific historiography which was developed from the 1950s at 
the Australian National University by J.W. Davidson.5 In short, Pacific histori-
ans aspired to place Pacific Islanders in the forefront of their accounts, and to 
write islands-oriented history. Above all, they sought to endow Islanders with 
historical agency in their dealings with Europeans. Yet their books were shunned 
as much by an Islander audience as by an Anglo-American readership. A 
contributing factor is that reading is not generally a popular pastime in the 
islands; it is also the case that the style of writing adopted and the level at which 
it was pitched is repellent, even if the subject matter itself ought to be of local 

1 Grateful thanks are offered to Andrew Crosby, Robert Norton, Michael Monsell-Davis, Judith 
Huntsman, and the anonymous referees of the Journal for their comments. Some of this paper was 
drafted at the University of Waikato where I was an academic visitor in the Department of Politics 
in January-February 1993. Earlier versions were presented at the James Cook University of North 
Queensland and the Australian National University. 

2 Gavan Daws, 'On Being a Historian of the Pacific,' in John A. Moses, ed., The Historical 
Disciplines in Australasia: an Assessment, Brisbane, 1979, p.130. 

3 K.R. Howe, 'Pacific History in the 1980s: New Directions or Monograph Myopia', Pacific 
Studies (PS), 3,1 (1979), pp.81 -90; DavidCannadine, 'British History: Past, Present — and Future', 
Past & Present, 116 (1987), pp. 169-91. 

4 Alan Moorehead. The Fatal Impact: an Account of the Invasion of the South Pacific, 1767-1840, 
London, 1966; (Penguin Books, 1967); Tom Pocock, Alan Moorehead, London, 1990, pp.272-4. 

5 Davidson's influence is outlined by Niel Gunson, 'An Introduction to Pacific History', in Brij 
V. Lai, ed., Pacific Islands History: Journeys and Transformations, Canberra, 1992, pp. 1-13. 
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interest.6 Then there are problems of distribution to relatively remote places and 
the high price of books when incomes are generally low. But the main problem 
is that Pacific historians are not primarily interested in relating to a wider public, 
and their book sales show it. 

A partial solution would be to address a portion of the scholarship to the people 
about whom we write. This genre might well be written in collaboration with a 
local author; alternatively, the local person might be the sole author, but the 
question of authorship is not the defining feature. Preferably such publications 
should be in the local language, but this is not a prerequisite. What is important 
is that the end product be concerned with a local topic and be explicitly for local 
consumption; such publications may be termed vernacular history.7 

I have been involved in such efforts at haute vulgarisation.8 More specifically, 
my purpose was to repay the debt of gratitude that every fieldworker incurs by 
giving people access to their own history in the form of inexpensive books 
written in the local language. Repatriating the results of one's research is 
generally regarded as a very sound principle. But having been involved in more 
than one such venture, it is not a principle that I would unreservedly endorse, 
given the hazards and contradictions. 

So rarely have Pacific historians deviated from the well-worn groves of 
conventional academic publishing that my own excursions into vernacular 
history call for explanation. My involvement in the writing of vernacular history 
was entirely at the suggestion of a Tuvaluan scholar and friend, Tito Isala, a 
senior administrator at the University of the South Pacific (USP). He was on 
leave in Brisbane in 1986-87, studying for a postgraduate degree; at the time, 
fortuitously, I was living 80 miles away in Toowoomba. Quite unexpectedly, 
Isala telephoned one September morning in 1986 to ask if I would collaborate in 
writing a short book in the Tuvaluan language on the political and commercial 
adventures of an indigenous trading and shipping organization on the Tuvalu 

6 Comment to this effect has been made by Pacific Island scholars such as Epeli Hau'ofa, 
'Anthropology and Pacific Islanders', Oceania, 45,4 (1975), p.284; and Asesela Ravuvu, 'Research 
Responsibilities in the Pacific: a Local Viewpoint', in Alexander Mamak and Grant McCall, eds. 
Paradise Postponed: Essays on Research and Development in the South Pacific, Sydney, 1978, p.74. 

7 Such a definition will be seen by some as being too elastic. In commenting on an earlier version 
of this paper, Max Quanchi suggested that vernacular history could be 'better described as history 
first written in the vernacular (and then translated later in English, and French)'. Max Quanchi, 
'Methodology and Pacific History: the 1991 Canberra Workshop — Some Comments', Pacific 
History Association Newsletter, 27 (October 1992), p.8. Greg Dening uses the term in a quite 
different sense: 'History in the Pacific needs to be vernacular and vernacularly tolerant of great 
variety because it is in the variety of vernacular histories — legends, ballads, anecdotes, plays, 
dances — that we develop skills in the poetics of history — its reading — and its production. History 
is surely not something to be learned so much as made.' Greg Dening, 'History in the Pacific', The 
Contemporary Pacific, 1, 1&2 (1989), p. 137. A working definition that is less restrictive than 
Quanchi's and less ecumenical than Dening's is needed. 

8 The term is E.J. Hobsbawm's, The Age of Revolution: Europe, 1789-1848, London, 1973, p. 11. 
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island of Vaitupu.9 The narrative would be based on an article that I had co-
authored a few years earlier concerning the so-called Vaitupu Company.10 

Established in 1877, this enterprise had a wayward and colourful career, taking 
five years to accumulate a massive $13,000 debt to a German trading house in 
Samoa; it took another five years before the island worked its way out of the 
predicament, finally clearing the debt in 1887. 

Locally the episode is known as te kaitalafu a Vaitupu (Vaitupu's debt). It has 
since become the single most important event in the island's history, and the 
effort that went into repaying the debt is commemorated every November by a 
series of festivities and celebrations known as te asofiafia, literally the 'joyous 
day' when the debt was repaid. The centenary celebrations of te asofiafia were 
to be held in 14 months' time, in November 1987, hence the phone call from Tito 
Isala himself from Vaitupu. It would be the first time that a Tuvaluan and a 
European had together written a book about Tuvalu, in the Tuvaluan language 
for a Tuvaluan readership. In keeping with the occasion for which it was being 
written, the resulting publication was entitled Te Aso Fiafia." Fittingly, it was 
published by the University of the South Pacific's Institute of Pacific Studies 
(IPS), which has a longstanding commitment to publishing titles that would be 
of direct relevance and appeal to Pacific Islanders. 

Three years later, in 1990,1 was involved in another literary partnership with 
a Tuvaluan. The resulting publication also related a tale of commercial misad-
venture, this time at the southern atoll of Nukulaelae where another German 
company took a controversial 25-year lease over Niuoku, the largest islet, in 
1865 and developed a copra plantation using imported labourers. The second 
vernacular history was also to mark the centenary of an event of local impor-
tance, namely the expiry of the lease of Niuoku. The episode is known locally 
as te tala o Niuoku (the story of Niuoku), from which came the book's title. Again 
the manuscript was based on a journal article, and again the publisher was IPS; 
on this occasion the book contained an English as well as a Tuvaluan section in 
the hope of attracting greater sales.12 Numerous production and other problems 
spilt over into the text and I still marvel that a mere 50-page booklet could have 
been such an effort to bring out. 

9 Tuvalu (formerly the Ellice Islands) is a groupof nine tiny atolls and reef islands in the equatorial 
Pacific. Vaitupu, at about six square kilometres, is by far the largest. Tuvalu was, and remains, 
economically unimportant and strategically insignificant. Its lack of exploitable resources muted the 
disruptions of outside contact, notwithstanding aberrant events such as the Vaitupu Company. At the 
time of the Vaitupu Company's formation, the individual atolls were being incorporated into the 
world economy through the copra trade, and further exposed to Western influences through 
missionary activity. See Barrie Macdonald, Cindereilas of the Empire: Towards a History of Kiribati 
and Tuvalu, Canberra. 1982, chs. 2-3. 

10 Doug Munro and Teloma Munro, 'The Rise and Fall of the Vaitupu Company: an Episode in 
the Commercial History of Tuvalu'. Journal of Pacific History (JPH), 20, 4 (1985), pp. 174-90. 

11 Tito Isala and Doug Munro, Te Aso Fiafia: te Tala o te Kamupane Vaitupu, 1877-1887, 
Funafuti & Suva. 1987, vi, 92pp. 

12 Doug Munro, Suamalie N.T. Iosefa and Niko Besnier, Te Tala o Niuoku: the German 
Plantation on Nukulaelae Atoll, 1865-1890, Suva, 1990,50pp; Doug Munro and Niko Besnier, 'The 
German Plantation at Nukulaelae Atoll,' Oral History Association of Australia Journal, 7 (1985), 
pp. 84-91. 
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If Te Tala o Niuoku caused technical difficulties, its more substantial predeces-
sor on Vaitupu raises ethical concerns about the involvement of 'outsiders' in the 
writing of vernacular history — or of any other genre of history — that are not 
so easily resolved. The point is that TeAso Fiafia was never an innocent exercise 
in writing a history for a centenary celebration, because the interpretation posed 
a quite explicit challenge to the local version. In other circumstances this might 
have been 'purely academic', as the phrase goes, and of no great consequence; 
but in the case of the Vaitupu Company the people of Vaitupu have altered and 
shaped the story to fulfil a contemporary purpose. According to local testimony 
the Vaitupu Company got into debt because its principals were cheated by 
rapacious Europeans. The people, then, as a united community and in the spirit 
of self-sacrifice, worked unceasingly over the next five years to clear the debt. 
In doing so they displayed a united front against heavy odds, steadfast commit-
ment to a goal, success against foreigners, and the island's ability to rise to the 
occasion. In other words, the people of the island are using a set of remembered 
events to define themselves — this is what we are, they are saying, and this is how 
we wish others to regard us. The story of the debt, then, has contemporary 
relevance; it serves as a social charter to reinforce notions of the existing socio-
political order based on consensus, community solidarity, and the church. 

The interpretation in the original journal article, and hence in Te Aso Fiafia, 
was quite different. Instead of being cheated, the members of the company 
worked their way into debt through inexperience, folly and a lack of corporate 
loyalty at various levels. There was also an element of allowing themselves to 
be deceived. On the question of community solidarity, Vaitupu was in fact a 
community divided. Indeed, the company was a product and expression of deep 
divisions and factionalism on the island that breached the much vaunted 
principles of consensus and unity, and the repayment of the debt was retarded by 
recurrent outbursts of factionalism. It is also noticeable that certain elements of 
this traditional tale have been 'written out' of the oral testimony, so to speak. The 
unpraiseworthy involvement of a succession of Samoan pastors of the London 
Missionary Society has been completely 'forgotten' in local recollection be-
cause the church is the cornerstone of island-wide morality, unity and solidarity. 
The tale of the Vaitupu Company provides a clear example of what has become 
known as the invention of tradition. 

So, when Tito Isala suggested that we write a book on the Vaitupu Company, 
one part of me welcomed the idea because I have always believed in 'returning 
history to the people', and the thought of doing so in the local language made the 
project doubly appealing. But another part of me counselled caution. I did wish 
that a less controversial topic was in the offing and I wondered there and then how 
a serious piece of vernacular history could at the same time mount a challenge 
to established community thinking and yet serve as a commemorative volume; 
how could one present a version of events that Vaitupuans would almost 
certainly find disagreeable and still fly it under the banner of peoples' own 
history? Of course we discussed these implications. It was not as if my 
interpretation was completely unknown in Tuvalu: offprints of the original 
journal article had been sent to friends there, but no feedback had been received 
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(not that I had expected any); the local government newspaper had serialized the 
article (minus footnotes) and still no comment;13 and an enterprising Vaitupuan 
had even considered translating the article and selling cyclostyled copies during 
the centenary celebrations. Besides, the use of history in trying to understand the 
present is negated if the past has been falsified. l4This points to something else. 
Like every other academic researcher I have a vested interest in getting it right, 
which is not to claim that I have actually done so. While I acknowledge this 
tension, there can be no question that I would knowingly alter my results to fit 
a current orthodoxy, thus undermining the whole purpose of engaging in 
research. There we rested our case between ourselves and if the eventual book 
failed to meet local approval, then so be it. 

Realizing that we were venturing into contentious territory, we did take a 
number of precautions. We acknowledged at the onset that the interpretation 
might cause discomfort and we carefully itemized the discrepancies between the 
oral testimony and the documentary sources, explaining our general, but not 
invariable, preference for the latter. Even that, we knew, would not settle the 
question of veracity with a Vaitupuan readership any more than would the use 
of footnotes, while to incorporate lengthy quotes from the documents in the text 
would only serve to disrupt the narrative flow. We thought we could resolve 
much potential argument and facilitate a fair hearing if translations of the more 
important documents on which our interpretation rested were appended; these 
took up two-thirds of the book itself. It is reminiscent of the Germanic tradition, 
initiated by Leopold von Ranke, of a heavy supporting apparatus of voluminous 
explanatory footnotes and appendices of lengthy extracts of key documents. I 
very soon came to see why von Ranke adopted this technique because he was not 
dealing with documents that were readily available on microfilm at major 
research libraries, nor was he working in an age that knew the benefits of 
photocopying or of microfilm reader printouts. Rather, he was dealing with 
documents of which only one copy existed. Tito Isala and I were working in a 
comparable situation because the people of Vaitupu cannot visit the Mitchell 
Library in Sydney, nor the Turnbull Library in Wellington, and we were only 
marginally advantaged by the fact that I had deposited copies of all the 
documentation and taped interviews in the National Library of Tuvalu. Our 
device of providing translations of the documents, each headed by explanatory 
captions, was a much-praised feature of the book, and entirely consistent with 
our aim to provide history that is accessible to the people involved and who are 
part of the story. 

13 Tuvalu Echoes, 76 (6 November 1986), pp.6-7; 77 (20 November 1986), pp.7-10; 78 (4 
December 1986), pp.6-9. 

14 This statement, of course, is problematic. Against Marc Bloch's assertion that 'The past is, by 
definition, a datum which nothing in the future will change' (The Historian's Craft, Manchester, 
1954, p.48) is the more realistic consideration that the historian is unable to revisit the past but can 
only reconstruct a version of it 'in very different media, for example in books, articles, documenta-
ries, etc., not as actual events . . . . As the past has gone, no account can ever be checked against it 
but only against other accounts . . . . [Therefore] there is no fundamentally correct "text" of which 
other accounts are variations; variations are all that there are.' Keith Jenkins, Re-thinking History, 
London & New York, 1991, pp.6, 11. 
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Ironically, Te Aso Fiafia was better received by the academic audience for 
whom it was not written than by the Vaitupuan audience at which it was 
directed.15 At first it seemed that the book had gained local acceptance when 
word came back that the Vaitupu women living on the main island of Funafuti 
had used our interpretation for their own centenary aso fiafia celebrations; and 
Dr Kalaaki Laupepa, a well educated Vaitupuan, told Tito Isala that he accepted 
our version because it was so well researched. But eventually my apprehensions 
were realized when a Tuvaluan friend confirmed that an indeterminate number 
of Vaitupuans were generally unhappy with the book — some extremely so — 
because it had challenged the local orthodoxy. My immediate reaction was a 
pang of remorse that almost 60 pages of supporting documentary evidence — 
and the effort of producing i t—had seemingly been to no avai 1. Perhaps veracity 
in the Western intellectual sense was irrelevant. A further irony then unfolded: 
Tito Isala was being blamed in some quarters for having allowed himself to be 
tricked by a European into becoming involved in such a dubious project —jus t 
as Vaitupuans had been tricked one hundred years earlier — when in fact he had 
suggested the project and was senior author! A more suitable inference might 
have been that our version of the story is not necessarily at odds with the 
construction of current Vaitupuan self-definition. Nothing, after all, can detract 
from the achievement of actually repaying the debt. This part of the story is 
beyond dispute, and the divisiveness of 1877-87 can be accepted and utilized as 
a warning of the perils of disunity, and thus serve to confirm the ideology of 
community solidarity and consensus. A positive moral can indeed be salvaged 
from the fiasco of the Vaitupu Company. 

Te Tala o Niuoku, by contrast, contained little that was controversial to local 
thinking. Some aspects of content and emphasis were criticized, and snide 
comments were made in some quarters that the Tuvaluan co-author, the Rever-
end Suamalie Iosefa, had become involved solely as a means to big-note himself. 
Yet it was clear to the one person to have reviewed both publications that the 
Vaitupu book was indisputably the better, at least from an academic perspec-
tive.16 That points to the final irony of this tale of two books. Within two years 
a second edition of the Nukulaelae book was prepared at the publisher's request, 
while the more meritorious TeAso Fiafia still awaits the day of attaining out-of-
print status.17 Certainly Te Aso Fiafia had a larger print-run but it also appeared 
two and a half years earlier and it catered for a potentially larger readership. The 
'success' of Te Tala o Niuoku was assured when the Tuvalu government 
purchased the bulk of the copies as a school textbook, probably because the text 
was in English as well as in Tuvaluan. At least the printing of a new edition 

15 See reviews by Michael Goldsmith, New Zealand Journal of History (NZJH), 22, 2 (1988), 
pp. 182-3; John Sommerhauser, Australian Journal of Politics and History, 34, 2 (1988), pp.463-4; 
Jay Noricks, JPH, 24, 2 (1989), pp.253-4; Keith S. Chambers, Journal of the Polynesian Society 
(JPS), 99, 4 (1990), pp.429-31. 

16 Michael Goldsmith, NZJH, 26, 1 (1992). pp.111-12. 
17 Suamalie N.T. Iosefa, Doug Munro and Niko Besnier, Te Tala o Niuoku: the German 

plantation on Nukulaelae atoll, 1865-1890, 2nd ed., Suva, 1991, 50pp. 
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provided the opportunity to incorporate much needed revisions and corrections. 
What can be said about vernacular history and especially about the involve-

ment of 'outsiders' in its making? We could, for argument's sake, proceed on the 
premise that to write Pacific history generates a responsibility to repatriate the 
results of one's research and to make it accessible to the communities being 
written about. Most historians would probably subscribe, at least in principle, to 
such a view.18 The notion of giving history back to the people, as it were, has a 
long pedigree. Since Magnus Morner's plea in 1973, historians of Latin America 
routinely republish at least some of their work in Spanish or Portuguese as the 
case may be.19 This is expected of them as part of a tacit quid pro quo and is 
welcomed. Academic work originally published in English (usually in the 
United States) is frequently translated and some journals, for example 
Mesoamerica (Guatemala) and Revista de Historia (Costa Rica), devote much 
of their space to translations. Of course, Spanish and Portuguese are not the first 
languages of the indigenous Indian populations; they are the languages of the 
conquerors, and the parallel to this in the Pacific is to publish in English and 
French, not in Tuvaluan, or whatever. 

Nevertheless, translations of historical accounts into the vernacular are so 
infrequent in Pacific historiography that one is hard pressed to recall more than 
the occasional example.20 As would be the case in Latin America, a combination 
of multiple vernacular languages (especially in Melanesia), and the typically 
small populations of each language group serves as a powerful commercial 
disincentive to publish in the vernacular.21 Publishing economics, severe at the 
best of times, take over with a vengeance. It is no accident and entirely 
understandable that IPS issued English language translations of Gerd Koch's 
books on the material cultures of Kiribati and Tuvalu rather than publishing them 
in the vernacular.22 To have put them out in both English and in the vernacular, 
whether bilingually or as separate titles, would have effectively doubled the price 
but not necessarily the sales. 

The tyranny of publishing economics also puts paid to the pleas heard every 
so often that inexpensive Pacific history books be produced to make such reading 

18 e.g., W.H. Oliver, "Oral and Other History,' NZJH, 12, 2 (1978), p.103. 
19 Magnus Môrner, 'The Study of Latin American History Today', Latin American Research 

Review, 82. 2 (1973), pp.88-9. 
20 Some of the chapters in H.E. Maude's history of the Peruvian slave trade have been translated 

and published in the Islands. 'Niue', Tohi Tala Niue, 47, 13 (1982), pp.13-14, transl. by Tahafa 
Talagi; 'Du Cognac pour les Marquisiens', Bulletin de la Societe des Etudes Oceaniennes, 18,219, 
8 (1982), pp. 1088-95, transl. by Ch. Langevin-Duval; 'Na Tino Fakatau Pologai Palataiho (Vaka) 
Kaihohoa Tagata mai Peru, Amelika i Haute', Te Vakai Tokelau, 13, 1 (1982), pp. 1-11. Brief 
summaries of some of the earlier issues of the New Guinea Research Bulletin, intended for use in 
schools and for general reading, have been published in English and Pidgin in a series entitled 
Luksave. Earlier still, O.H.K. Spate's report on the Fiji people was translated in Fijian — see Na 
Kawa i Taukei: na Veika Vereverea Vakailavo me Baled Ira Kei na Veika me Caka Kina, Suva, 1959. 

21 See 'The Written Word: Writing, Publishing and Information in the Pacific Islands', special 
issue of Pacific Islands Communication Journal, 14, 2 (1985). 

22 The Material Culture of Tuvalu, Suva, 1983; The Material Culture of Kiribati, Suva, 1986. 
Both translated from the German language by Guy Slatter. 
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affordable to Islanders. But there is no such thing as a cheap book unless the print-
run reaches the tens of thousands or, alternatively, the book is heavily subsidized. 
The University of Hawaii Press's Pacific Islands Monograph Series was origi-
nally intended as an inexpensive paperback series; when the series' general 
editor learned of the marginal cost difference between a supposedly cheap 
paperback and an attractive hard covered book, he 'decided to go for quality'.21 

Papua New Guinea is the exception, but only because an outside market exists 
to sustain its large and highly differentiated literature. Around the time of self-
government (1973) and independence (1975), there was an impressive outpour-
ing of autobiographical and creative writing by Papuans and New Guineans; the 
early driving force behind much of this was Ulli Beier. Unfortunately, without 
the excitement of the anti-colonial movement, much of the fire died, or was 
rechannelled into political rather than literary activities; but since the early 1990s 
there has been some revival. In the manner of Tahiti, Papua New Guinea has also 
been the scene or theme of numerous novels and adventure books. A further 
category includes the many tomes on expatriate activity — such as kiap patrols, 
goldmining, aviation, military, the administration generally — often written by 
those directly involved to cater for a sizeable Australian readership of other 'old 
New Guinea hands'. Academic work for its part is also based on an Australian 
and, to a lesser extent, American readership. It is a classic case of a wider 
literature being essentially defined by an outside market rather than being geared 
to autochthonous consumption.24 

If the principle of 'returning history to the people' is to be upheld, how is this 
best done and by whom? It is no longer sufficient, if it ever was, for the outside 
academic researcher to be content with platitudes to the effect that 'we owe 
responsibility on the one hand to scholarship and on the other to the indigenous 
people amongst whom we choose to work'.25 Is the involvement of a European 
in writing Pacific vernacular history not a clear contradiction in terms? After all, 
who 'owns' the past, and who is entitled to write about it? Are not Pacific 
Islanders better equipped to write Pacific history than someone from another 
culture? Just how controversial these questions are became apparent when I 
delivered a public lecture on this very theme in 1993 at the University of the 
South Pacific.26 It came under fire then and later, culminating in a written rebuke 
from the Vice Chancellor of the University which employs me and whose lecture 
series it was. The Vice Chancellor took this action in support of a complaint from 
outside the University. 

23 Information from Robert Kiste. 
24 Ulli Beer, "The Cultural Dilemma of Papua New Guinea', Meanjin Quarterly, 34, 3 (1975), 

pp.302-10; Kirsty Powell, 'The New Drama', Meanjin Quarterly, 34, 3 (1975), pp.311-19; Kalyan 
Chatterjee, 'Papua New Guinea Literature: Innocence and Self-knowledge', Pacific Islands Com-
munication Journal, 14, 1 (1985), pp. 1-11; Donald Denoon, 'Papua New Guinea [review article]', 
Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth Studies, 9, 3 (1981), p.345; discussions with Michael 
Monsell-Davis, May 1994. 

25 Mervyn McLean, 'Approaches to Problems of Field Ethics in Oceania', PS, 6,2 (1983), p.57. 
26 Doug Munro, 'Who "Owns" Pacific History?: Reflections on the Insider/Outsider Dichotomy', 

JPH. 29, 2 (1994), pp.232-37. 



PACIFIC ISLANDS HISTORY IN THE VERNACULAR 91 

Such reactions were rather to be expected, given the current debates in the 
Pacific that stretch beyond the ivory tower, over the issues of 'boundaries' and 
'ownership', and who is encountering whom. In its current configuration, the 
question of 'ownership' is linked with ethnonationalist feeling, especially in 
Hawaii and New Zealand, and is unpleasantly reminiscent of the explosive and 
counter-productive controversies over Black Studies in the United States during 
the late 1960s and early 1970s.27 Initially the 'ownership' of Pacific Islands 
history was contested at the same time, not as a function of a Black liberation 
movement but as a post-colonial reaction, largely under the inspiration of Ron 
Crocombe (Professor of Pacific Studies at USP). Whereas Ulli Beier encouraged 
creative and autobiographical writing among Papua New Guineans, Crocombe 
was instrumental in pressing the view that Pacific Islanders were not only more 
entitled but better able to write their 'own' history, because they had an insider's 
perspective.28 To that end, Crocombe established an active publishing pro-
gramme at IPS to empower Pacific Islanders to publish, and thereby reclaim, 
their 'own' history. 

This spawned, among other things, a series of 'indigenous histories' which, as 
the name implies, are histories of islands or island groups written by citizens of 
those places with the help of outside 'facilitators'.29 They are generally of such 
questionable quality as to undermine the 'validating' notion that Islanders have 
privileged insider access to the Pacific past (although in fairness it should be 
added that the editors of the Western Samoa and Tokelau volumes distance 

27 e.g., Haunani-Kay Trask, 'Natives and Anthropologists: the Colonial Struggle', The Contem-
porary Pacific, 3, 1 (1991), pp. 159-67. The debates over Black studies have most recently been 
outlined by Peter Novick, That Nohle Dream: the 'Objectivity Question' and the American 
Historical Profession, Cambridge, 1988, pp.472-98. 

28 Some 'insiders', by contrast, have pointed out the disadvantages that this status carries, e.g. 
Malama Meleisea, 'Pacific Historiography: an Indigenous View', Journal of Pacific Studies 
(JPacStud). 4 (1978), pp.34-35. 

29 Chris Plant, ed., Rotuma: Split Island, Suva, 1977, revised enlarged edition appeared as 
Anselmo Fatiaki et a t , Rotuma: Hanua Pumue, Precious Land, Suva, 1991 (both in English only); 
Alaima Talu et al., Kiribati: Aspects of History, Suva and Tarawa, 1979 (English version), and 
Alaima Talu et a t , Taraan Karakin Kiribati, Tarawa and Suva, 1979 (Kiribati version); Walter Lini 
et al., Vanuatu: Twenti Wan Tingting Long Team Blong Independens, Suva, 1980 (trilingual); John 
V. Broadbent, ed., Niue: a History of the Island, Suva and Alofi, 1982 (bilingual); Hugh Laracy.ed., 
Tuvalu: a History, Suva and Funafuti, 1983 (English only); Ron Crocombe, ed., Atiu: an Island 
Community, Suva and Rarotonga, 1984 (English version), and Tatuava Tanga et al., Atiu: e Enua e 
Tona iti Tangata, Suva, 1993 (Maori version); Malama Meleisea, ed., Lagaga: a Short History of 
Western Samoa, Suva and Apia, 1987 (English only; Samoa translation in progress); Hugh Laracy, 
ed., Pies Blong Iumi: Solomon Islands, the First Four Thousand Years, Suva and Honiara, 1989 
(English only); Antony Hooper and Judith Huntsman, eds, Matagi Tokelau, Apia and Suva, 1990 
(Tokelau version) and Matagi Tokelau: history and traditions of Tokelau, Apia and Suva, 1991 
(English version). More than once it has been stated that the earlier 'indigenous histories' were 
'geared to meet the apparent urgent need for the national history of an island group at the post-
independence period', to the extent that the Vanuatu volume not merely celebrated and legitimized 
the newly-independent state but more specifically the dominant political party and religious 
denomination. Jacqueline Leckie, 'Towards a Review of History in the South Pacific', JPacStud, 9 
(1983), p.2(); Nicholas Thomas, 'Partial Texts: Representation, Colonialism and Agency in Pacific 
History'. JPH, 25, 2 (1990), p. 153. 
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themselves from such a claim). In short, the IPS 'indigenous histories' will be of 
historiographic interest rather than historical moment. The idea of the insider 
advantage was also contested in the disputes over the 'ownership' of Black 
studies in the United States.30 Not all Black historians were prepared to accept 
this as an epistemological article of faith. The up-and-coming John Blassingame, 
although highly critical of much non-Black scholarship, was also adamant that 
'"blackness" . . . represents no mystical guarantee of an "understanding" of the 
black man's problems, life or culture. Neither color nor earnestness but training 
must be the test.'31 

Nevertheless, a feeling will exist in any community, group or movement that 
its past in some sense 'belongs' to it and not to someone else: 'outsiders' are 
liable to be treated as trespassers, particularly should their conclusions run 
contrary to local or group perceptions.32 When the point at issue is the 
construction (or destruction) of current identity, especially when outsiders are 
implicated, the stakes are raised. Just how contentious this can be was demon-
strated by the reaction to Allan Hanson's conclusions that aspects of New 
Zealand Maori culture had been 'invented' to suit contemporary purposes, thus 
'lending support to those who allege that Maori culture as currently represented 
lacks authenticity and legitimacy'. Whereas I was involved in helping to write 
an obscure book in a little-known language about an island with a present-day 
population of about one thousand, the timing and distribution of Hanson's views 
combined a politically-charged context and a prestigious academic journal. But 
what really caused the backlash was the wider publication of extracts in various 
New Zealand metropolitan newspapers, which unleashed a torrent of denuncia-
tion.33 

In many circumstances, a plurality of indigenous viewpoints renders the 
question of 'balanced', sensitive reporting of any researcher's results problem-
atic in the extreme. In such situations, offence will be caused no matter what one 
writes, as with Samuel Elbert and Torben Monberg's book concerning oral 
traditions from the Polynesian outliers of Rennell and Bellona in the Solomon 
Islands.34 Some ten years later, in the mid-1970s, Monberg published an 

30 A similar insider-outsider dichotomy exists in African historiography where the explicit 
distinction is sometimes drawn between 'Africanist' (outsider) and 'African' (insider) historians. 
See Bogumil Jewsiewicki and David Newbury, eds, African Historiographies: What History for 
Africa? Beverley Hills, 1986. 

31 Quoted in August Meier and Elliott Rudwick, Black History and the Historical Profession: 
1915-1960, Urbana, 1986, p.292. 

32 This is by no means confined to the Pacific Islands or even to the Third World. For an account 
of local reaction to a 'community study' by a sociologist, see R.A. Wild, Bradstow: a Study of Status, 
Class and Power in a Small Australia Town, 2nd ed., Sydney, 1978, pp.247-65. Being English by 
birth and upbringing, Wild may have been considered even more of an outsider by many townsfolk. 

33 Allan Hanson, 'The Making of the Maori: Culture Invention and its Logic', American 
Anthropologist, 91,4(1989), pp.890-902; and the 'Commentaries' in American Anthropologist, 93, 
2 (1991), pp.440-50. There is considerable discussion of Hanson's article in Michael Goldsmith and 
Keith Barber, eds, Other Sites: Contested Representations of Culture and History, Palmerston North, 
1992. 

34 Samuel H. Elbert and Torben Monberg, From the Two Canoes: Oral Traditions of Rennell and 
Bellona Islands, Honolulu, 1965 (English text with parallel translation). 
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unnecessarily apologetic account of Bellonese reactions to the book under the 
title 'informants fire back'. Yet to have expected unanimous or even widespread 
praise would be unrealistic given, to use Monberg's words, Bellona's 'long 
history and firmly cemented tradition of rivalry and feuds between clans, 
districts and lineages', where 'oral traditions serve as the chief rationale for 
existing co-operational and conflicting structures'.35 The resulting diversity of 
indigenous perspectives on Bellona is not the case with respect to the tale of the 
Vaitupu Company, where local reminiscence takes the form of a monolithic set-
piece narrative. That in itself can create problems because everyone is equally 
displeased with perceived misrepresentation of 'their' history. 

It is also the case that certain media lend themselves more successfully than 
others to vernacular history. The use of photographs will provide a more 
meaningful record to people who are illiterate or semi-literate, and even for 
literate readers photographs enhance the text.36 In the book on the Maori prophet 
Rua Kenana by Judith Binney and her associates, which was consciously written 
in the hope that it would reach a Maori audience, the use of photographs worked 
in a way that the authors had not fully anticipated, as a living whakapapa. 'Some 
of Rua's oldest followers, who were not literate, found it was; as one man 
actually said in the speeches at the book launch on Rua's marae, "This is a book 
1 can read".'37 There are very few photographs of nineteenth century Tuvalu so 
that line of approach was ruled out for my own vernacular histories. 

Another way to lend a helping hand is to provide expertise and to facilitate the 
publications that are genuinely authored by Islanders. Anthropologists, with 
their stronger tradition of fieldwork, have been more active than historians in this 
sphere. Roger Keesing and Andrew Strathern, for example, rendered assistance 
to Melanesian big men in producing for publication their 'self accounts' (edited 
transcripts of taped accounts).38 A less laudable effort in this vein was the 
scurrilous autobiography of Neli Lifuka, a Vaitupuan, whose 'self account' is a 
transparent attempt at self-aggrandisement and, at the same time, the vilification 
of his opponents, who had no right of reply.39 On a more positive note, the late 
Garth Rogers (an anthropologist) and Hugh Laracy (an historian) have edited 
valuable collections of contemporary accounts by Islanders on important events 

35 Torben Monberg, 'Informants Fire Back: aMicrostudy of Anthropological Methods', JPS, 84, 
2 (1975), pp.218-24. 

36 e.g. Neville Green, ed., The Oombulgurri Story: a Pictorial History of the People of 
Oombulgurri, 1884-1988, Perth, 1988. A surprising number of books, where visuals and text are 
purportedly integral, go into paperback with a much reduced quota of photographs, e.g. Andrew 
Birkin, J.M. Barrie and the Lost Boys, London, Macdonald Futura edition, 1980, pp. 13-14. 

37 Judith Binney, personal communication, 8 March 1990; Judith Binney, Gillian Chaplin, and 
Craig Wallace, Mihaia: the Prophet Rua Kenana and his Community at Maungapohatu, Wellington, 
1979. In striking contrast is Peter Webster, Rua and the Maori Millennium, Wellington, 1979, which 
makes no concessions to local comprehension. 

38 Roger M. Keesing, ed., 'Elota's Story: the Life and Times of a Solomon Islands Big Man, 
Brisbane, 1978; Andrew Strathern, transl., Ongka: a Self-Account by a New Guinea Big Man, 
London, 1979. 

39 Klaus-Fredrich Koch, ed., Logs in the Current of the Sea: Neli Lifuka's Story of Kioa and the 
Vaitupu Colonists, Canberra, 1978. See my review in PS, 8, 1 (1984). pp. 146-50. 



94 DOUG MUNRO 

in their history.40 More recently, Roger Keesing edited the 'self account' of his 
long-time Solomon Islands' associate Jonathan Fifi' i and also the family history-
cum-autobiography of the late Noel Fatnowna, a prominent member of the South 
Sea Island community in north Queensland.41 In all these cases the substance is 
that of the Islander author — unlike many of IPS' s 'indigenous histories', where 
the division of labour between local authors and outside facilitators is anything 
but clear.42 

The book launch of Noel Fatnowna's family history took place at the 1989 
Pacific History Association Conference in Brisbane, and Keesing spoke with 
obvious pride about his involvement in the undertaking. Keesing also arranged 
Visiting Fellowships at ANU for both Fatnowna and Jonathan Fifi'i. Why, then, 
are some academics so preoccupied with writing for Pacific Islanders and 
returning history to the people? It could, in some cases, be a hangover from an 
imperial angst. A more powerful motivation, surely, is a mixture of affection and 
obligation on the part of those who engage in fieldwork and enter into the human 
relationships involved, to give something tangible in return for data and 
hospitality. Films and videos are another way of doing this. 

The enormous advantage of these media over printed material is their greater 
likelihood of reaching a larger audience, thereby having the potential for 
effecting social change and for correcting some of the wrongs of the colonial 
past. Nevertheless, films can be controversial in ways that their makers did not 
intend. It would be difficult to imagine a film that did better in exposing injustice 
than Go tell it to the Judge, which documented the exploitation of the Banaban 
community. Yet some Banabans were deeply offended on the grounds that the 
film portrayed them as gullible fools, and, moreover, for depicting some of their 
leaders as colonial collaborators. Others were put out by 'the prominence given 
in the film to a particular family' 43 Nevertheless, because of their potentially 
enormous viewing public, films are a far more effective media than the printed 
page in popularizing history and in stirring public consciousness of past wrongs 
and the need for retrospective compensation, especially if shown on television. 

The problems associated with 'returning history to the people' suggest that, in 
certain circumstances, this may be just the wrong thing to do. Contrary to notions 
that history is 'useless' and 'irrelevant', the past is in fact always politicized to 
a greater or lesser extent. As the example of Bellona indicates, the past, or a 

40 HughLaracy, ed., Pacific Protest: the Maasina Ride Movement, Solomon Islands, 1944-1952, 
Suva, 1983; Garth Rogers, ed.. The Fire Has Jumped: Eyewitness Accounts of the Eruption and 
Evacuation of Niuafo'ou, Tonga, Suva, 1986. 

41 Jonathan Fifi'i, From Pig Theft to Parliament: My Life Between Two Worlds, ed. Roger M. 
Keesing, Honiara, 1989; Noel Fatnowna, Fragments of a Lost Heritage, ed. Roger M. Keesing, 
Sydney, 1989; Clive Moore, 'Noel Fatnowna and his Book: the Making of Fragments of a Lost 
HeritageJPacStud, 18 (1994), pp. 137-49. 

42 The Western Samoa and Tokelau volumes are clear exceptions. The inside story of the Tokelau 
volume is provided by Judith Huntsman. '"Just Marginally Possible": Matagi Tokelau into Print', 
paper presented to the Pacific History Association Conference, 1 -5 December 1992, Christchurch. 

43 Rosaleen Smyth, 'Reel Pacific History: the Pacific Islands on Film, Video and Television', 
in Lai, ed.. Pacific Islands History, p.223. 
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selective representation of it, can be used to legitimize one's standing, or the 
status of one's family relative to other families, even the legitimacy of a national 
regime. The past plays an active role in contemporary Pacific cultures and this 
helps explain why genealogies, traditional tales and more recent episodes in the 
post-contact era are manipulated precisely so they can bolster competing claims 
for 'legitimate' access to resources of various kinds. In these circumstances, oral 
histories and history generally are regarded as the preserve of those who hold 
power and is used as a means to hang onto that power. What the outside 
researcher perceives as discharging a debt of gratitude may be regarded by those 
back home as an unwelcome popularizing of otherwise sacrosanct or sensitive 
records and stories. For example, Andrew Crosby has found that Fijian chiefs are 
often perfectly happy for outsiders to come in and act as the protectors and 
recorders of history so long as the material is never printed nor made available 
at home.44 'Returning history to the people', whether by writing vernacular 
histories or by other means, has no place in their scheme of things. 

My purpose has not so much been to suggest answers but rather to pose 
practical considerations which sometimes call into question the notion that 
history should, as a matter of course, be returned to the people. The exercise is 
beset with difficulties. There is clearly an element of being damned if you do and 
damned if you don't. If copies of one's work, whether in print or on film, are 
made widely available, embarrassing questions may be asked — and controver-
sial stuff is the last thing to present as a gift to the people. If one does not distribute 
or popularize, even more embarrassing questions might result. There can also be 
the problem of whom to give copies, and a thesis or an academic monograph may 
be quite inappropriate as a gift. In the first place, such works are written in 
academic language for one's academic peers; second, a good deal of material of 
local interest may have been omitted, simply because it was not pertinent to the 
thesis topic. Andrew Crosby would like to rewrite his Master's thesis45 in more 
accessible language, incorporate some interesting aspects that had no place in the 
thesis, and have the reworked version published and distributed. But he has to 
find a publisher, as well as the time to do the revisions. Crosby has also suggested 
to me that contact with villagers during the course of fieldwork, rather than the 
written outcome, could be what really matters. The fieldworker can fire histori-
cal consciousness and probably more people learn about their 'own' history (or 
develop a historical consciousness and cultural awareness) through interactions 
with the fieldworker. This puts into perspective the effect of one's writing 
because much of the impact might already have been made. 

Most Pacific historians send copies of their publications to the appropriate 
library in the region as a matter of course. I am not certain that this in itself is 
sufficient, but the other measures are problematic. In principle, I am of the view 
that researchers have an obligation to reserve a portion of their time and 

44 Discussion with Crosby, May 1992. 
45 Andrew D. Crosby, 'Beqa: Archaeology, Structure and History in Fiji', MA thesis, University 

of Auckland, 1988. 
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scholarship specifically for the benefit of the people about whom they write. But 
what appears on the surface as an overriding responsibility to ensure that one's 
work is accessible and intelligible may itself be overridden by an awareness that 
undesirable local repercussions could follow. If circumstances suggest other-
wise, there are several ways to proceed — either facilitating the writing of a 
Pacific Islander, as did Roger Keesing, or writing school text books, or providing 
expertise in other ways. My way was to collaborate in writing vernacular 
histories. An obvious impediment to such unconventional types of activity 
relates to the rewards system that academics work within. Vernacular histories 
are clearly not a royal road to reputation or promotion. A parallel example was 
raised at the 1990 Australian Historical Association Conference in Brisbane 
during a panel discussion on writing history for the wider community. Henry 
Reynolds was one of the panellists and he frankly stated that he could afford to 
involve himself in reaching out to the community because he had already made 
his reputation in the conventional way.46 The aspiring younger researcher does 
not have this luxury and may reasonably feel that his or her career could be 
retarded at a vital juncture by the act of returning history to the people. 

That aside, the appropriateness or otherwise of vernacular history, especially 
when so-called outsiders are involved, is entirely dependent on circumstances. 
In certain situations it may be fitting to give a local historian co-authorship; in 
other situations it may be desirable to protect that person from foreseeable 
consequences. In some contexts it may be appropriate to popularize one's work; 
in others, it may provoke predicable and friction for no good purpose. On the 
other hand, the researcher may wish to proceed anyway if he or she perceives a 
situation of social injustice that could be redressed by exposure in print. While 
the researcher can never aspire to please all people at all times, an effort can be 
made to find out what the peoples' desires/undesires may be, to make an 
informed assessment as to what the implications might be, and to weigh potential 
consequences accordingly. 

D O U G M U N R O 
University of the South Pacific 

46 Reynolds has written such acclaimed books as The Other Side of the Frontier, Townsville, 
1981; and Frontier: Aborigines Settlers and Land, Sydney, 1987. 


