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The welcome appearance of a new general history of the Pacific pro-
vides an excellent opportunity to review not only the book itself but also
to examine the development of Pacific history since its beginnings as a
distinct subdiscipline in the late 1940s, and to consider the present state
of the art. Over the past thirty years numerous books, monographs, and
articles have been published on specific topics in the field of Pacific his-
tory, but general histories have been scarce indeed. Of the few pub-
lished in the period, the earliest, Douglas Oliver’s  The Pacific Islands
(first published in 1951, revised in 1961, and frequently reprinted since
then) has remained the most popular and readily available, although
teachers of history have been increasingly uneasy about its continued
use.1 Even the revised 1961 edition of  The Pacific Islands  benefited little
from the new research and scholarship, most of which has been pub-
lished since that date. While genuinely concerned about the political,
economic, and social position of the Pacific Islanders in the 1950s,
Oliver analyzed and interpreted their experience as the inevitable out-
come of a fatal Western intrusion. At all times the foreigners were
viewed as the motivating agents for change, the Islanders the passive
victims. Hartley Grattan’s  The Southwest Pacific to 1900  (1963) and
The Southwest Pacific since 1900  (1963) cover Australia, New Zealand,
and Antarctica, as well as the oceanic Pacific Islands, which inevitably
received insufficient attention to make these two volumes an acceptable
general history of that area. In 1978, at a time when a substantial
amount of new Pacific material had been published, Glen Barclay pro-
duced in 264 pages  A History of the Pacific from the Stone Age to the
Present Day,  a thin, under-researched book taking little cognizance of
the island orientation Pacific historians were attempting to elucidate.

Given the deficiencies in the field of general Pacific histories, the
publication in 1984 of Kerry Howe’s  Where the Waves Fall  is most
important for the subdiscipline. The book is beautifully produced and
illustrated, lucidly written, and well attuned to the basic philosophic
outlook of many Pacific historians. At last there is a general history that
will give students a good introduction and grounding in the Pacific’s
past. Despite its price (hardback U.S. $29.95) I believe  Where the
Waves Fall  will be widely used and appreciated at the university level
by students and staff for many years to come. That in itself is an out-
standing achievement. I wish to state this clearly and unequivocally at
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the outset, since I do not want the criticisms that follow (some of the
book, more of Pacific history writing in general) to detract from my rec-
ognition of Howe’s valuable contribution.

Unfortunately Howe’s book is not as comprehensive as Oliver, Grat-
tan, or Barclay in terms of geography or chronology. Papua New
Guinea, the Marquesas, the Cooks, Tuvalu, and all of Micronesia are
omitted, while chronologically almost nothing since the imposition of
colonial rule, whenever that occurred in each island group, has been
tackled (see p. 317). These limitations notwithstanding, there can be no
doubt that Howe’s book supersedes all other attempts at general precol-
onial Pacific history, or more precisely precolonial Polynesian and
Island Melanesian history. The focus on islands and islanders is closer
than any achieved before and the tone is markedly different from the
inevitable Fatal Impact or the vision of island savagery and Western civ-
ilization that permeates Oliver’s outlook.

Howe goes to great lengths to emphasize the Islanders’ depth of cul-
ture, independence of action, and ability to manipulate contact events.
Any suggestion of a Fatal Impact is anathema to him. But his method-
ological approach, neatly encapsulated in the book’s title, places severe
limits on the island perspective Howe hoped to create. The image,
Where the Waves Fall,  echoes an idea from J. W. Davidson’s Ph.D. the-
sis, “European Penetration in the South Pacific 1779-1842” (Cam-
bridge, 1942), in which he compared foreign movement into the islands
with a series of waves breaking on an island shore, each one overtaken
by the next before its energy was quite spent (Howe 1984: xiii). As the
metaphor suggests, the motivating agents in Howe’s history are still
Western forces, be they working-class beachcombers or ostrich-plumed
(not “plimed,” see p. xiii) governors. The genesis and organizing princi-
pies of his history, like Oliver’s, are imposed from outside; they do not
evolve out of island cultural patterns and process. Once the foreigners
arrive in the island world their presence, activities, artifacts, and preoc-
cupations, particularly the question of leadership, dominate the en-
quiry. Indigenous imperatives and cultural processes are viewed, if at
all, only as adjuncts or responses to alien activities. The eurocentricity
of this approach is most certainly not unique to Howe. Too many Pacific
historians, myself included, have believed that concentrating on an
island group, particular trade, or Christian mission automatically pro-
duced an island orientation. A move from agents of the imperial metro-
politan powers to small-time operators on the periphery has certainly
been effected, but history of this type was and still is organized through
foreign factors.
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Despite Howe’s assertion of island autonomy and ability to adapt, his
dependence on foreign agency leads him at times to interpretations that
are very similar in basic approach to Oliver’s. To give one example.
According to Howe the declaration of a protectorate in Tahiti in 1842,
which he analyzes in seven lines (151), was the result of increased Brit-
ish and French interest. Increased British interest I would contest, but
that is not germane to my argument here. Oliver on the other hand sug-
gested the machinations of French Roman Catholicism were the prime
factors in Tahiti’s decline into protectorate status (Oliver 1961:113).
Neither author examines the episode from a Tahitian perspective, which
would have revealed the complex dynastic/clan rivalries within the
Tahitian polity that were an essential factor in the events under review. 2

One suspects that Howe was loath to analyze in depth Tahiti’s last years
of political independence because during that time the Tahitians’ auton-
omy and initiative were already undeniably restricted.

Oliver’s synoptic view of the Pacific Islanders’ position in 1939 offers
greater insight into Island experience for today’s reader than Howe’s
concluding view of the Islanders at the point of annexation. Oliver
argues as follows:

In addition to these specific kinds of losses and gains, there were
the more comprehensive ones. Islanders in general gained some
security of person with the outlawing of feuding. And, al-
though the immediate advantages could not be ascertained,
they were given every opportunity to acquire “eternal life.”
Also, they were brought out of their isolation into contact with
larger polities; in the process, however, they were invariably
placed in subordinate caste roles, and the more they became
assimilated into the new economies, the more vulnerable they
were to world price fluctuations. (367)

Howe in contrast is much more optimistic. Of course he is looking at an
earlier period, but he gives no intimation that the mutuality of exploita-
tion and accommodation that he emphasizes was only temporary and
already almost completely lost by the time of annexation, particularly
in Polynesia.

Recent historical research suggests that the processes of culture
contact were not always so one-sided, that Islanders were quite
capable of taking their own initiative and, rather than passively
accepting Europeans and their ways, either rejected or deliber-
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ately exploited the newcomers for their own reasons. Individual
Islanders or whole communities made use of explorers and mis-
sionaries and traders, using, adopting, adapting, applying new
ideas and customs and technologies and institutions within the
context of the priorities and perceptions of their respective
indigenous cultures. In some situations Europeans held the
advantage; in others the Islanders did. But  usually as I  have
attempted to show in this book, there were many subtle and
complex levels of mutual exploitation and accommodation.
(348, emphasis added).

While Oliver’s blinkered insistence on a Fatal Impact in Pacific island
societies enabled him to forego any close analysis of historical process,
be it trade activities, conversion to Christianity, or political change,
Howe’s conviction that contact with the West and increasing interaction
with foreigners was usually mutually beneficial or exploitative, ignores
Islanders’ loss of land and political initiative, and their increasing
dependency and economic vulnerability in the late nineteenth century
and throughout the twentieth century. An epilogue (347-352) that con-
centrates almost exclusively on a refutation of a Fatal Impact interpre-
tation of Pacific history is an exercise in European intellectual history; it
does not grow out of or speak to Islander experience directly at all.
Howe’s determination to present the Islanders as active and often equal
participants in the process of change has produced a fuller and more
complex analysis of early contact than Oliver, but the argument cannot
be sustained into eras of intense European activity, for example land
speculating or plantation development, in either precolonial or colonial
periods.

* * * *

The major historical focus of  Where the Waves Fall  is on political
change in Polynesia and Island Melanesia after contact with the West.
This analysis is preceded by two sections--one setting the Pacific scene
which includes a very useful synthesis of the work of many specialists,
particularly prehistorians and archaeologists; and one tracing the
background and activities in the Pacific of early foreign explorers,
beachcombers, traders, and missionaries. Concerned to establish that
traditional sociopolitical institutions and practices were influential
determinants in Islanders’ responses to contact, Howe does not make the
mistake of starting his history with the arrival of the first European visi-



154 Pacific Studies,  Vol. 9, No. 1--November 1985

tors. But his analysis of precontact island populations, health, settle-
ment patterns, subsistence agriculture, trade, sociopolitical organiza-
tion, and religious beliefs is static, offering no insight into the dynamic
interplay between political, economic, religious, and social activities;
no understanding of the processes of change in precontact time nor how
these complex cultures would respond to foreign intrusion. Howe is
aware of the problem (44) but unable to deal with it, and as argued
above, once present, aliens and their activities become the preponder-
ant generators of change.

The third section, which examines the rise of the island kingdoms of
Tahiti, Hawaii, and Tonga, is in many ways the most successful, the
analysis moving as it does between indigenous and introduced determi-
nants that influenced the process. But the consequences of this political
centralization are ignored and in fact appear to have been misunder-
stood. Howe argues that political centralization was most effective in
these three archipelagoes (196), but one must ask, effective for what?
Tahiti was taken over by the French in 1842, while the Hawaiian mon-
archs were little more than political puppets in the hands of American
business interests during the second half of the nineteenth century. Only
the Taufa‘ahau dynasty could claim any long-term success, and even
that has been exaggerated, as the author willingly concede (195).
Howe seems to believe that political centralization was an end and ulti-
mate good in itself. Its immediate impact and long-term significance for
the Islanders of all social groupings is left largely unexplored, as is the
question whether island monarchies were able to withstand foreign
pressures more successfully than other island polities.

In the final two sections of the book, “Monarchs Manqué?” (New
Zealand, Samoa, and Fiji) and “Western Isles” (Island Melanesia),
Howe attempts to explain the reasons why island rulers did not evolve in
these areas and the implications of that nonappearance. Here the limi-
tations of Howe’s methodological approach are most obvious. In his
search for monarchs, which is highly reminiscent of certain early Euro-
pean explorers, Howe’s discussion of historical change in New Zealand,
Samoa, and Fiji becomes at times a series of negative instances rather
than an examination of how these societies developed and adapted after
contact. Meleisea (see this Book Review Forum) has cogently highlight-
ed the dangers and possible misinterpretations of such an approach.
Finally, the analysis of change in the Melanesian section does not evolve
from within those island cultures: foreign agents, missionaries, and
traders are the generative forces. Melanesian initiative or a Melanesian-
centered perspective rarely is visible.
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Howe offers three reasons for terminating his study at the point of
annexation. (Clearly any foray into the colonial period would have
necessitated a second volume, but that consideration is not raised.) First
and undeniably Howe argues that there is “little historical analysis of
colonial systems on Pacific islands” (xv), but there were some histories
available before 1980 that covered the colonial period in several island
groups included in this book 3 and more have been published since across
the Pacific. 4 Tellingly none of these studies has placed much emphasis
on mutual accommodation or exploitation of island and foreign inter-
ests. Second, without naming any examples Howe claims that the few
studies of the colonial period available to him relied on imported expli-
catory models derived from other places rather than indigenous ones,
and that by implication these alien imports were unsuccessful. Without
specific examples this claim cannot be concretely tested but given that
imperialism, integration into capitalist market economies, moderniza-
tion, and individualization have been worldwide phenomena there
seems to be no reason per se why models devised to explain such phe-
nomena could not be sensitively and persuasively used in the Pacific.
Finally, Howe argues: “[T]he changes that occur in historiographic per-
ceptions as they now exist when passing from precolonial times can
result in certain opinions about colonial experiences being projected
backward to earlier years, so distorting interpretations of what took
place” (xv). This may happen but it is by no means automatic. It is pos-
sible to analyze Islanders’ early responses and manipulations of contact
with foreigners and then proceed to analyze the factors such as loss of
land and economic self-sufficiency, dependence on Western goods and
markets, and/or capitulation to superior military force, that reduced
their autonomy and independence.

A close examination of  Where the Waves Fall  suggests to me that
Howe’s interpretative system, his insistence that “processes and devel-
opments in many precolonial culture contact situations were greatly
influenced not by European decree but by the initiatives of various
Islanders and by their respective social and political arrangements”
(xv), cannot be sustained into the late precolonial or colonial era. Howe
copes well with early contact experiences and events at which time
Islander initiative and occasional exploitation can be clearly illustrated.
But in Polynesia even before the imposition of formal colonial rule
Islanders’ powers were greatly restricted. In the denouement section of
each of Howe’s Polynesian studies his interpretative difficulties are
revealed. The case of Tahiti has been discussed above. Hawaii between
1839 and 1899, a period when Hawaiians were increasingly marginal-
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ized and subordinated within their own country, is dealt with in one
and a half pages, despite the availability of several works that cover this
period.5 Similarly in the other Polynesian island groups analyzed (with
the exception of New Zealand), the final years of the precolonial period
are only glanced at. Close examination of this period would reveal the
seriously diminished control Islanders had, but Howe is loath to con-
front such facts, although in passing he admits their truth: “When
Fijians, like Samoans, eventually saw the need to form a centralised
administration to control the consequences of European settlement,
which blossomed from the 1860s, events were already beyond their con-
trol. Instead initiative lay with the conflicting interests of Europeans”
(277; see also 196-197 for the fate of the island monarchies). The
interpretative framework that Howe attempts to apply generally to
Island Melanesia and Polynesia is illuminating and useful to illustrate
that Islanders were active, thinking participants in early contact events,
but it fails to identify their vulnerabilities or to explain their eventual
loss of political and socioeconomic independence.

* * * *

Finally I want to outline briefly the development of Pacific history
over the past thirty years, examine the criticisms of that history made by
certain of its practitioners in the late 1970s, and discuss the new direc-
tions some Pacific historians are now exploring. 6 From this overview the
important role I foresee that  Where the Waves Fall  will play in the
future teaching of Pacific history should become clear. Before the late
1940s the little Pacific history written was focused almost exclusively on
the exploits and ambitions of Western imperial and missionary agents. 7

Oliver’s general history was very much a product of these sources. Since
the Second World War there has been an envigorating expansion in
Pacific research in disciplines ranging from geology and oceanography
to archaeology, anthropology, demography, linguistics, and history. The
latter was encouraged and in many cases guided by the late J. W.
Davidson, who established the first department of Pacific history at the
Australian National University in the 1950s. By the 1970s undergradu-
ate courses in Pacific history were being taught in many Australian uni-
versities and elsewhere, based on the research and publications of the
previous two decades.

Davidson’s dictum that the new subdiscipline of Pacific history
should be island-oriented led to the reconsideration of many highly
eurocentric interpretations of past interactions between Islander and
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white. Long-held beliefs that Islanders were the passive victims of alien
exploitative trading and labor recruiting practices were convincingly
exposed as false or only partial truths, particularly by the works of
Shineberg, Maude, Starr, and Corris. 8 Islanders’ rational and active
responses to new opportunities, material and spiritual, have been
revealed in island group after island group. 9 At the same time work by
other disciplinary specialists has had profound influence on historical
interpretations, particularly the demographic arguments of Norma
McArthur10 and more recently Peter Bellwood’s important publications
on Pacific prehistory. 11 Postcontact histories of many island societies
have been written and detailed studies of the impact of beachcombers,
Christianity, firearms, and specific trades, and patterns of violence and
resistance have been produced.

The Journal of Pacific History  has for the last nineteen years provided
an important publication outlet for new research, and several other
journals, established in the last two decades have offered substantial
space to Pacific historical material .12 The  Journal of the Polynesian
Society, for many decades a prime outlet for Polynesian anthropological
material, has more recently also published articles of a distinctly histori-
cal nature.

During the 1950s and much of the 1960s, historians in the Pacific
field were not of island origin. The first island-born historian to join the
academic group appeared in the 1960s and today their number is
increasing. The creation of the University of the South Pacific and the
University of Papua New Guinea, both offering historical and anthro-
pological studies, and the publishing enterprises sponsored by both
institutions have played an important role in encouraging island histo-
rians and other specialists to produce, and those publications have been
offered at prices island audiences can afford. 13 Early publications by
Islanders revealed the heavy hand of conventional academic historical
practice,14 but more recently island historians have combined rigorous
Western academic procedures with an understanding of their own
societies’ notions of historical knowledge, significance, and value. 15 To
date little of this work has been available in published form but already
it is clear that island-born historians offer a complexity and depth of
insight that will benefit Pacific historiography immeasurably.

By the second half of the 1970s several Pacific historians were becom-
ing critical of the state of Pacific historiography. O. H. K. Spate and
Howe pointed out that as a group Pacific historians were becoming
enmeshed in more and more refined and circumscribed studies concen-
trated on a single island or island group, on a particular trade or institu-
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tion.16  Generalizations and comparisons, they suggested, were being
studiously ignored by all but a very few. Both these critics have since
attempted to redress this problem, Spate on a large oceanic scale and
Howe on a smaller insular basis .17  Their works are most important addi-
tions to the field, but neither, despite the scope of their endeavors, has
offered encompassing generalizations or theoretical insights into what
are basically empirical studies.

On an interpretative, theoretical level Stewart Firth offered a brief
but trenchant critique of what he saw in 1975 as a rapidly solidifying
orthodoxy in Pacific historical interpretation:

Pacific historians have been too much concerned with a region
and too little with that region’s place in, for example, the his-
tory of capitalism and colonial rule. Eager to show the local
diversity of the Pacific, the discipline has lacked world perspec-
tive. Its judgments on the coming of foreigners, the recruiting
of labour, the domination of island economies from outside and
the decay of custom have been generally liberal and benign, as
if to say: the islanders were at the centre of the picture, they
must have triumphed. To portray Pacific Islanders as exploited
victims of the Europeans has become close to a sin in the new
Pacific historiography. In fact, the islanders did not triumph.
The island economies are still today owned by foreigners. Polit-
ical independence, where it has been achieved, is limited. 18

As all three reviewers in this forum have noted, Howe in  Where the
Waves Fall  has not recognized or attempted to confront this kind of
objection.

Finally, Greg Dening discussed the underdeveloped nature of Pacific
historiography, which he argued was the outcome of its determinedly
empiricist preoccupations: “[Pacific] [r]esearch is dominated by a nar-
row geographical area, an institution, a period. History is what hap-
pens or what the sources let know what happens within those limita-
tions. No problem, no theory, no methodology takes the researcher
outside these confines.” 19 Largely dependent on the published works
that are products of this empiricist tradition, Howe has allowed himself
to be confined by their limitations. Little detailed research has been
done anywhere in Pacific history on the fundamental change in island
societies from affluent subsistence to varying degrees of dependency
either in precolonial or later eras. Howe (341) acknowledges the phe-
nomenon but nowhere investigates it. Similarly echoing his sources
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Howe reveals little interest in the internal process and meaning of con-
version, the nature of island Christianity, or the effects of literacy on
oral tradition and nonliterate civilizations. 20 The impact of pacification
on gender relations, internal island social and political structures, and
on island-foreign relations has received piecemeal attention, predomi-
nantly in Melanesia, 21 but no general, comparative perspective has been
attempted in this book or elsewhere.

In keeping with his sources Howe has offered culturally homogeneous
interpretations of large Polynesian societies such as Hawaii and Tahiti
and rarely considers that different groups within island societies may
have experienced precolonial change in different ways (149-150, 162).
Similarly notions of gender-specific experience are recognized only
superficially in discussions (83-90, 162) of what Howe calls “prostitu-
tion,” but which might less judgmentally and eurocentrically be termed
“a sale of sexual services.” To argue that Howe’s book reveals no interest
in or sensitivity about these fields is on one level an unfair criticism,
These approaches are only now being explored among Pacific histo-
rians, and most have become available since the research for Howe’s
book was completed. Gunson has discussed the problems of assuming
cultural homogeneity in the Society Islands 22 and some detailed re-
search has been published on social group and gender differentiation. 23

Significantly, if one keeps Dening’s strictures in mind, it is the anthro-
pologist Marshall Sahlins who has offered Pacific historians a challeng-
ing new theoretical and methodological model. In his early contact his-
tory of Hawaii he has attempted to demonstrate the dynamic interplay
between culture (structure) and history (process). 24 His methodology is
problematic, particularly for later periods of postcontact history, but
the light he has shed on chiefly-commoner and male-female relations,
on the political implications of intercultural economic exchange, and on
the death of Cook is clear evidence of the value of his approach. To date
at least one Pacific historian has used this method, 25 which in other
areas of historical endeavor has been labeled “ethnographic history.” 26

Slowly problem areas that have been foci of debate in social history in
Britain and America and in other third world histories are being tackled
in Pacific history, as are the methodological problems of combining
analysis of cultural structure with historical process.

At mid-decade in the 1980s it is clear that Pacific history is productive
on many levels--consolidating and expanding an essential data base of
work on hitherto unresearched topics and areas, 27 offering new general
histories off island groups, 28 and exploring problem areas and methodol-
ogies which until recently Pacific historians had not considered. Given
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this state of the art the appearance of  Where the Waves Fall  is most
timely, While it gives little intimation of the recent new directions
Pacific history has taken and presumably will develop in the late 1980s,
it is an excellent synthesis of much that has been published between
1950 and 1980 in precolonial Polynesian and Island Melanesian history.
With this book to proceed from or fall back on students should be able
to grapple intelligently with the Pacific history that is now developing. I
only hope that a general history informed by the new material will not
take a third of a century--the interval between the first publication of
Oliver and Howe--to appear.
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