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Tokelau: A Historical Ethnography. By Judith Huntsman and Antony Hooper. Auckland 
University Press, Auckland, 1997. 355pp. NZ price: $69.95. ISBN 1-86940-153-0. 

TOKELA U has been nearly 30 years in the making and represents the culmination of the 
engagement of Judith Huntsman and Antony Hooper with Tokelau since the late 1960s. 
It is, then, history, ethnography and anthropologists' autobiography rolled into one. 
Written in a fashion that involves the reader in the authors' own voyages of discovery, it 
draws together the findings of field-research and combines these with a powerful store of 
oral history, local histories, and gleanings from historical documents. Gleanings they 
have to be because Tokelau, three remote atolls with a combined population of 1500 and 
declining, has been less visited, observed and written about than most Pacific Islands' 
communities. Regarded almost as incidental to New Zealand's other island dependencies 
of Western Samoa, the Cook Islands, and Niue, which were themselves small even by the 
standards of Oceania, Tokelau now enjoys an unusual international reputation as one of 
a very small number of colonial dependencies to persuade the United Nations that it 
should retain close links with its administering power, rather than proceeding to 
constitutional independence. 

This publication reflects the closeness of the relationship that has emerged between 
Tokelauans and researchers. In Tokelau, Huntsman and Hooper have not only returned 
in full measure and more the co-operation, information and assistance they received from 
Tokelauan hosts and informants; they have, in all probability, rescued their subjects from 
the sort of academic obscurity that sees the example of Tokelau consigned to an 
occasional paragraph or, more likely, a footnote in some larger work. 

The book also meets the promise of its subtitle. It is an 'ethnographic history'. It begins 
with a contemporary context, an exploration of physical and cultural environment. This 
is followed not, as might be expected, by a chronology from ancient times to the 
(ethnographic) present, but by the ethnography itself. The discussion sketches both the 
broad principles of social and political organization and economic activity and the 
distinctive characteristics of each of the three islands and the relationships among them. 
There is much here that will be familiar to those who have studied or lived in other parts 
of Polynesia or on other atolls; the descriptions are evocative of modern life, but also of 
the importance of the past in shaping the present. This is reinforced when chapters on 
modern village organization and kinship give way to an exploration of the mythological 
past and 'the ancient orders' that pre-date the major changes that came in the nineteenth 
century with drought, inter-island travel, Peruvian slavers, and missionaries (Protestant 
and Catholic; European and Pacific Islander). The authors take a paragraph or two to set 
aside the potential chronology of 'sectarian celebration and conflict' that the archives 
might suggest as the dominant themes of nineteenth-century Tokelauan history, and 
reconstruct a past that is based primarily on Tokelauan concerns and village politics and 
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only secondarily on sectarian issues. The haphazard, often off-hand and ill-informed if 
well-intentioned impositions and benefits of colonial rule under Britain and New Zealand 
are recounted, together with the later developments — especially large-scale migration 
to New Zealand, gradual and limited self-government, and so back to modern Tokelau. 

This structure might be seen as experimental, but it works. The approach is clearly 
explained at the outset; the linkages forward and back in time, and from one atoll to the 
other, and to the outside, are clear. Despite external influences, the borrowings and 
adaptations (Christianity, the Samoan aumaga, and even Kilikit, for example), the 
strength of tradition and the Tokelauan way of seeing and being is confidently stated by 
the authors and their informants. The focus is on being Tokelauan in Tokelau; little is said 
about being Tokelauan in New Zealand or on the anthropological debates of recent years 
that have informed, but do not intrude into, what is presented here. 

Tokelau has acontemporary focus and significance, although based on an ethnographic 
present of the early 1970s when the authors' research was most concentrated. It moves 
easily between being an account for those who wish to study Tokelau in a formal sense 
and being one for those who would try to understand its history and the nature of its society 
without the necessity for a formal academic framework. The text is lightly but sufficiently 
documented, with substantial notes and bibliography appended. The prose is relaxed, 
with the authors taking the time to provide examples, present alternatives, explore ideas, 
and ponder the relative values of conflicting interpretations. With assistance from 
Creative New Zealand, the book has been handsomely produced and well illustrated. The 
format allows a generosity and quality of presentation that is unusual in modern academic 
publishing — the photographs and side-bar illustrations have been well-selected, and the 
captions used to enhance the text. 

Tokelau demonstrates the mutual benefit of close co-operation between researchers 
and subjects, the possibilities that lie within constructive partnerships in the writing of 
island, tribal or local histories, and the mechanisms by which small communities can be 
used to illustrate wider themes while their identity is, at the same time, protected against 
absorption into the concerns of larger political entities. Huntsman and Hooper have 
sought to 'capture' Tokelau in a way that will have meaning for its people and to present 
it sympathetically, but with a degree of detachment, to a wider audience. This is no easy 
task but they have succeeded beyond reasonable expectation; at the end, their 'ethno-
graphic history' is just that — and the often debated boundaries between history and 
anthropology seem irrelevant. 
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Visions and Realities: France in the Pacific 1695-1995. By John Dunmore. Heritage 
Press, Waikanae, 1997. 320 pp. NZ price: $29.95. ISBN 0-908708-41-6. 

THE FRENCH PACIFIC is ill-provided forin English-language sources. John Dunmore 's 
unassuming book goes a long way towards making good this deficiency. Visions and 
Realities will be a useful addition to university libraries, undergraduate reading lists, and 
the personal libraries of those whose interests fall anywhere between casual and 
specialized. 
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