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INTRODUCTION: CHALLENGING COMMUNICATIONS
IN THE CONTEMPORARY PACIFIC

Karen L. Nero, Guest Editor
University of California, Irvine

At the risk of appearing to segment cultural expressions and their instru-
mental intents, the authors of this volume focus on the little-studied
intersection of the arts and politics in contemporary Pacific societies.
Politics has been a dominant subject in both historical and contempo-
rary studies. The study of Pacific arts lags far behind, hampered both
by Eurocentric definitions of “art” and distinctions between “arts” and
“crafts,” and by the disruption of indigenous production and perfor-
mance genres by missionization and colonization. Despite recent chal-
lenges (see Jewsiewicki 1989), Eurocentric mental constructs continue
to influence both lay and academic discourse as well as the Western
philosophical traditions that separate “art” from the more mundane
area of political institutions, mirrored by anthropological divisions
between “political anthropology” and “the anthropology of art.” The
transformative and constitutive power of artistic expression is well rec-
ognized in other parts of the world (see especially Cohen 1981; Cowan
1990; Jara 1984; Mitchell 1956; Nunley 1987; Peacock 1987; Thompson
1974), but neglected in Pacific studies. The literature on the intersec-
tions between Pacific arts and politics is fragmentary, dispersed in
regional publications at times difficult to obtain, and often of article
rather than monograph or book length and depth (for exceptions, see
Bateson 1958; Browning 1970; Dark 1974; Dean 1978; Hanson and
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Hanson 1984; Keesing and Tonkinson 1982; Luomala 1984; Mead and
Kernot 1983; Myers and Brenneis 1984; Poort 1975; Feldman 1986;
Schiell and Stephen 1992; Smith 1985; Sutton 1988; Warlukurlangu
Artists 1987; Wild 1986).

In 1988, when | proposed the topic of “The Arts and Politics” for an
Association for Social Anthropology in Oceania (ASAO) symposium,
initial puzzlement at such an incongruous combination soon turned into
excitement as participants realized new insights spurred by such a per-
spective. This volume, strengthened by the addition of Sinavaiana’s
essay, iIs the result of the 1990 Kaua‘i ASAO symposium; three partici-
pants have published their contributions elsewhere (Feinberg 1990:
Rosi 1991; Kahn n.d.). Kaeppler, long concerned with the issues we
raise (see especially 1977, 1979a, 1988, 1991b), agreed to offer an epi-
logue on the anthropological study of Pacific art.

What Is Art?

An initial challenge was the definition of our subject matter. The arts,
as defined in the Western tradition, do not exist in many Pacific
societies. Where ritual carvings corresponded to our category of sculp-
ture, for example, they were for the most part destroyed during the
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century politics of conversion to Christian-
ity. Or they were transported to European and American museums and
collections, becoming “art by destination” (Maquet 1971), part of the
Western fascination with “Primitive Art” (Rubin 1984; Price 1989;
Hiller 1991), and incorporated into the processes through which West-
erners defined themselves as opposed to “primitive others” (Cole 1985;
Clifford 1988; Stewart 1984; Stocking 1985; Napier 1992). Today those
sculptures produced for sale--as local peoples explore new ways of ar-
ticulating with the world economic system that permeates island struc-
tures--risk being denigrated as “tourist art” even though much of what
today comprises “Primitive Art” collections was once “tourist art.”
Many other sculptures that were not alienated are fragile, in fact are
designed as impermanent, their eventual disintegration and reincor-
poration into the forest conceptualized as part of the life cycle of crea-
tion and reintegration with the earth and seasons (Davenport 1986;
Hauser-Schaublin 1985). Many of the “soft” valuables, such as Polyne-
sian fine mats, suffer on two counts; they are made by women, most of
whose creations Westerners rarely recognize as “art,” and are of media
more usually denigrated as “craft,” the category into which most non-
Western productions are dumped. Western and non-Western conceptu-
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alizations of artistic creations fit poorly together, and are not aided by
practices that continue to segregate the display of non-Western arts in
special “ethnic,” “tribal,” or regional art galleries, if not more often in
natural history--not art--museums, for example, Chicago’s Field Mu-
seum of Natural History’s new display Pacific Spirits or the Los Angeles
County Museum of Natural History as the locale for the Australian
Aboriginal traveling exhibition Dreamings in 1989.

Rather than too closely defining what art should be, we symposium
participants therefore agreed to consider all types of performance and
production that are a focus of aesthetic attention within a particular
society (Maquet 1971). Our studies draw upon the analytical constructs
developed in the study of ritual, symbolism, and semiotics (Firth 1951;
Turner 1969, 1974, 1982; Babcock 1978; Bloch 1974, 1975; Geertz
1973; Kapferer 1979b; Kertzer 1988; Moore and Myerhoff 1975; Ortner
1974), and upon the recent literature about performance (Turner 1987;
Babcock 1984; Bauman 1977; Brenneis 1987; Fabian 1990; Fernandez
1986; Hymes 1975; Kuiper 1990; MacAloon 1984; Royce 1977; Schech-
ner 1985; Schechner and Appel 1990; Schechner and Schuman 1976;
Schieffelin 1985; Turner and Bruner 1988).

Most analytic attention to the political aspects of the arts to date has
been on their use in ritual (Schieffelin 1976; Cannadine and Price 1987,
Kertzer 1988; Neff 1987). Although the ritual focus is highly important,
not all “tribal” arts are concerned with ritual or religion, and the possi-
bility that certain artistic productions may convey new pan-national
identities may lie in their location in the mundane, as discussed below.
As most scholarly sources on Pacific arts have emphasized the visual arts
(Wingert 1953; Bodrogi 1959; Buhler, Barrow, and Mountford 1962;
Force and Force 1971; Guiart 1963; Schmitz 1971; Mead 1979; Gather-
cole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979; Brake, McNeish, and Simmons 1980;
Corbin 1988), we planned to focus on little-studied aspects of perform-
ing arts such as dance (see the following essays by Petersen, Pinsker,
Flinn, Donner), oratory and literature (Duranti, Sinclair), theater
(Hereniko, Sinavaiana, Billings), architecture (Nero; see also Kirch
1990; Rosi 1991; Schuster 1985), and the use of art to create or challenge
the political order or sense of identity (essays here by Howard, Jones,
Nero, Stevenson; see also Kahn n.d.; Feinberg 1990) or to communicate
national goals (Fitzpatrick’s article). Yet even these glosses are mislead-
ing, for they create the impression that “dance” or “theater” is iso-
morphic in all cultures. One important characteristic of Pacific artistic
productions is their transcendence of neat Western categories, either of
subject matter or locale.
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The following essays focus upon multimedia creations, ones that span
Western genres and that derive much of their power and instrumental
challenge through their combination of multiple sensory stimuli--vis-
ual, auditory, olfactory, tactile. (Our study could include taste and
ingestion, although the political aspects of kava and tobacco use have
been well analyzed elsewhere [e.g., Knauft 1987; Poole 1987; see espe-
cially Stoller 1989 and Howes 1991 for directions toward an anthropol-
ogy of the senses].) These multisensory? creations often paradoxically
combine “play” with deadly seriousness (Bateson 1972:177-193). For
instance, the impact of Pacific dance derives from its proximity. to, and
frequent incorporation of, the audience as well as from its combination
of media and sensory stimuli: bodily movements, costumes, fragrant
and colorful decorations, singing, chanting, musical or percussive
instruments, movement through space. Performances and productions
are rarely segregated temporally or physically in structures that mark
such acts as “art.” Certain types of performances may be reserved for
certain occasions (such as described in Hereniko’s 1990 study of clown-
ing at weddings) or they may as easily appear at new locales. Rarely is
theater confined to a stage, and the new Pacific theaters involve the
audience in their very creation in ways rarely found in the West. Even
though certain genres of dance and singing may be temporally marked
by leaders, either for public display and definitions of identity (see the
essays in this volume by Donner, Petersen, and Pinsker) or as a form of
social control (Flinn’s contribution), other dances and songs may be
spontaneous or part of normal daily and nightly activities (Burrows
1963).

What Is Politics?

Our group’s definition of politics is perhaps equally eclectic, as once
again political action and structures may not well fit outsider precon-
ceptions. Rather, we decided to focus on the elements of personal and
societal power as structured through social relationships, whether or
not formalized, looking at the structures and processes through which
power is established, mediated, and maintained. Throughout much of
the Pacific these structures are being transformed from within and
without, with continued adjustments by local communities as they are
incorporated into new states and nations and as these nations develop
postcolonial relationships with others. Autochthonous and contempo-
rary political structures often overlap, at times in competition, at times
in coordination. A major point of articulation and challenge is through
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the arts, fighting via posters and billboards claiming cultural knowl-
edge and continuity with the past (Nero’s essay) or with styles of dress
and speech demonstrating ethnic heritage to elicit voter support (as
Jones describes). New Pacific governments use outside forms (flags,
bank notes and coins, uniforms) incorporating indigenous symbols both
to validate their entry into the world community and to create and
express nationhood.

This volume builds upon current trends in political anthropology
toward the study of discourse, and of the alternate and subaltern voices
that may challenge leaders of the status quo, and hegemonic traditions
(Comaroff 1975; Scott 1985; Comaroff and Roberts 1981; Messick
1987). However, open articulation of opposition is often not possible in
small-island societies, so we have expanded the consideration of dis-
course to include nonverbal media. In order to retain personal and
group autonomy in tiny communities it is often necessary’ to avoid pub-
lic and verbal discussions of differences. While earlier studies focused
upon the structures of interaction (e.g, Evans-Pritchard 1940), the
essays of our participants reflect current political emphases on the pro-
cesses of political confrontation and adjustment, and on the individual
(Vincent 1990; for example, see Godelier and Strathern 1991). The new
Pacific countries offer contemporary insight into the processes of nation
building (see Anderson 1983); the arts are a central arena of these con-
frontations (Babadzan 1988; Brandes 1988; Cannadine and Price 1987,
Kuiper 1990).

One aspect critical to political expression through artistic means is the
relationship of the individual and community to the larger society. Is
the community marginalized in relation to the national society at large
(see Ferguson et al. 1990), as in the case of the Maori (Mead 1990) or
Cook Islanders (Loomis 1984) within New Zealand, or Hawaiians
within the United States? Is it now part of a new Pacific Islander
nation, such as the many Solomon Islands societies (discussed by Don-
ner and Fitzpatrick in this volume; see also Feinberg 1990)? Or are both
internal structurings and relations to colonial and postcolonial powers
politicized (as Nero and Petersen note in their contributions)?

Most studies of the interrelation between the arts and politics center
either in Africa (Mitchell 1956; Turner 1957; Sieber 1962, 1966;
Thompson 1974; Ben-Amos 1989; Jules-Rosette 1984; Jewsiewicki 1989;
Messick 1987; Nunley 1987; Arens and Karp 1989) or in Island South-
east Asia (A. Becker 1979; A. Becker and Yengoyan 1979; J. Becker
1979; Rodgers 1985; Keeler 1987; Peacock 1987; Ginn 1990). Early
studies linking artistic expressions and political expressions mirrored the
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functionalist and structuralist paradigms prevalent in anthropology at
the time, seeing art as reflecting and maintaining existing structures
(Firth 1951; Adams 1969, 1973; Lévi-Strauss 1963: Forge 1971; Merrill
1987; Munn 1971; Bloch 1974). Similarly, the masked dance perfor-
mances were seen as a locus of social control (Sieber 1966). Analyses
have only recently been moving toward perceptions that dance may
serve to challenge colonial structures (Nunley 1987) or oppose members
of the dominant society (Loomis 1984). Two early studies, however,
documented indigenous peoples’ ridicule in their arts of the powerful
new whites (Lips 1966; Blackburn 1979).

Contemporary Arts and Politics of the Pacific
Action, Not Reflection: Negotiation of Relationships of Power

A number of themes emerged in our comparative discussions of the
intersections of the arts and politics in each of the societies studied. One
theme pervades all: in contrast with perspectives that see artistic pro-
ductions as “set aside”--art for art’s sake--we see art as an active
agency through which people negotiate relationships of power, not just
a passive reflection of such structures. Art speaks of, and draws the
audience’s attention to, contemporary disjunctions between past and
present structures. The artist plays with change, trying on different per-
spectives, juxtaposing possible solutions, drawing the audience into the
process of making sense of the complexities of contemporary experience.
Art may be used nonconfrontationally, or as subtle confrontation that
depends on the degree of cultural knowledge of the viewer, or as out-
right challenge. In the case of the warrior dances ubiquitous throughout
the region, a particular dance performance may rapidly change from
challenge to attack (see especially Schieffelin 1976); in 1992 Papua New
Guinea canceled the annual Highlands Sing-Sing, apparently fearing
new violence might erupt from the dances in an area not only torn
by the difficulties of welding a new nation, but also in the throes of a
gold rush.

In the 1970s Maurice Bloch used a linguistic model to explore the
relation of formalization of speech, song, and dance patterns to issues of
social control, hypothesizing that formalization supported the status
quo (1974, 1975). Duranti’s essay here extends this model through his
study of the ways in which an oratorical genre that is formalized in one
context, that of ceremonies, may in another context, that of the political
fono, be characterized by “informal talk,” thus allowing the negotiation
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of present and future relationships, and the possibility of change. The
same genre in one context is a showcase of polished performance, in the
other an occasion for debate.

In her contribution to this volume, Billings uses a theatrical metaphor
to contrast two types of performances in the Bismarck Archipelago: the
long-established malanggan funeral ceremonies of the Tikana of New
Ireland and the improvised “Johnson Cult” of the Lavongai people of
New Hanover, who, beginning in 1964, voted for President Johnson of
America to represent them in the newly formed House of Assembly of
Papua New Guinea, in a continuing protest against the colonial and
contemporary government.

Sinclair’s article analyzes the ways in which contemporary Maori
writers are actively negotiating for participation in the processes of
defining “Maori” in literary media. No longer leaving the field to
Pakeha (white) writers, Patricia Grace and Witi lhimaera explore the
transformations of the Maori as they move from a rural base and the
compelling issues confronting them in the urban settings of contempo-
rary New Zealand.

Speaking Dangerously

One of the most powerful uses of artistry is to express dangerous senti-
ments, ones that could be suppressed if spoken outright, especially in
cases where imbalanced power relationships exist both within and
between societies. In this volume, such expressions range from chal-
lenges to the power structure through clowning and ridiculing the chiefs
during ritually set aside occasions (Sinavaiana) to opposition or reflec-
tion during periods of social disruption (Nero), often at potential physi-
cal risk to the artists (see especially Hereniko in this volume).

The various artistic media are supremely suited to these challenges.
By speaking through metaphor and analogy, by speaking with multiple
levels that depend upon cultural knowledge to understand the deeper
meanings, it is possible to say several things at once, putting the respon-
sibility for decoding the message on the audience. The artist may be
anonymous, as in the case of graffiti or billboards. He or she may be cos-
tumed to hide everyday identity, or cloaked in the identity of the spirits
and thereby given ritual license to speak of dangerous matters. Art may
thus be used to provoke viewers into considering the deeper implications
of contemporary political issues, with the artist anonymously avoiding
the physical repercussions of implying or stating a view contrary to offi-
cial government policies.



8 Pacific Studies, Vol. 15, No. 4--December 1992

Few ethnographers are also artists, which generally limits our analy-
ses to the anthropological end of the spectrum. However, we are fortu-
nate to have several artists in our midst who bring the special insights
and vocabularies of multiple analytical perspectives to this volume: one
dancer (Pinsker) and two indigenous poets/playwrights (Sinavaiana,
Hereniko). Hereniko discusses why he chose to communicate through
the medium of theatre after the 1987 coup in Fiji: in an interview fol-
lowing the full transcript of his play, The Monster, performed at the
University of the South Pacific at that time.

Creating and Maintaining Personal and National Identity.
Including Multiple ldentities

Art is used to express, construct, and communicate social identity (see
Crawford 1981; Anderson 1983; Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983; Hanson
and Hanson 1990). As such it is of vital importance in the creation of the
new nations of the Pacific, an important arena for the confrontation
and consolidation of past and present traditions. One strength of artistic
media is their ability to carry multiple messages to multiple audiences.
Performances can communicate new levels of state and national iden-
tity to outsiders while simultaneously conveying local district autonomy
to insiders, as Petersen demonstrates here in his study of Pohnpeians’
manipulation of different meanings in performances representing the
newly created Federated States of Micronesia. The multiple messages
conveyed through artistic media are especially suited to expressing these
nested identities, consolidating at one level while at the same time dif-
ferentiating on another.

Yet the power of artistic expression may be insufficient to consolidate
popular sentiment in the absence of other integrative factors. Such can
be seen in Howard’s study of one Rotuman’s abortive attempt to muster
political support for Rotuman separation from Fiji by establishing a cul-
tural movement relying upon arts and performances. To what extent
can politicians walk the fine line of demonstrating autochthonous sensi-
bilities while mastering contemporary sophistication where such sensi-
bilities are polarized? Is it possible for new nations to achieve unity
through diversity, creating new imaginations of nationhood through
artistic and cultural expositions? The contributors to this volume ex-
plore these and other issues with regard to the Federated States of
Micronesia (Flinn, Petersen, Pinsker), the Solomon Islands (Donner and
Fitzpatrick; see also Feinberg 1990), and French Polynesia (Stevenson
and Jones).
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Resolving Structural Tensions

Art may also be used to defuse or resolve structural tensions. In the cases
of new nations attempting to forge a national identity that retains cul-
tural diversity yet incorporates its many societies, a mundane artistic
medium may be chosen. Powerful media, such as ancestral masks so
central to the societies involved that they could invoke and emphasize
differences, are passed over as potential cultural insignia in favor of, for
example, the woven media of everyday life. For example, baskets and
mats produced throughout the region, yet culturally distinct, may with-
out conflict represent a national identity (for a Vanuatu example, see
Keller 1988, n.d.).

Education

An understudied aspect of political expression through the arts is the
way they may be used for transmitting cultural knowledge. The power
of instruction through dance and music is that it is learned through
more than one sense (Kaeppler 1991b), may be only partially verba-
lized, and is learned by and communicated through and to the entire
person, transcending Western body and mind dichotomies. An art form
may be learned or performed individually, but its transmittal is more
often the coordinated work of many performers and teachers, reinforc-
ing Pacific community-based interactive styles (see also Tenzer 1991).
Such styles are often counterposed to the more individualized emphases
of colonial and postcolonial instruction. Dance instruction may be used
by elders within a society to maintain traditional forms of education,
which by demonstration contrast with Western educational institutions’
emphases on individual attainment, written forms of transmission, and
secular teachers (see especially the Petersen, Flinn, and Pinsker essays).
Or one art form, such as weaving, may be read as a structural represen-
tation of a society’s way of patterning physical and social relationships,
which is also demonstrated in its architectural forms and the spatial
relationships of buildings, and its social interactions (see Adams 1973;
Rubinstein 1987).

Related to the last point, artistic productions may be important
media for the continued transmission and reincorporation of local his-
tory into contemporary events (Pollenz 1950). Both the ceremonial par-
aphernalia and the performance carry cultural understandings from
one generation to another, and their aesthetic effects enhance the power
of this communication (Forge 1973a). Dance, chants, theater, paint-
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ings, wood and stone carvings--any of these may be the most important
form of local historiography, and their form may be continued today
only through projects of artistic and historical preservation where their
presentation would otherwise be banned by the church or secular
bodies.

Drawing upon the importance of the visual element in indigenous
communication, many Pacific nations choose artistic media such as
posters for public health education campaigns. In her essay Fitzpatrick
explores the multiple messages, both intentional and accidental, con-
veyed by Solomon Islands’ family planning posters and the political
contexts of this campaign in both the indigenous value system and that
of the international planning community.

The Engendering of Art and Power

Throughout history, artistic productions have been used in the Pacific
both as exchange and commodity, in competitions of prestige that them-
selves mark alliances and political relationships. Recent studies have
focused upon the engendering of and balancing of power through the
production of valuables (Gourlay 1975; Kirch 1984; Weiner 1989; Lin-
nekin 1988) and the entire realm of the politics of gender in artistic pro-
duction and performance (Messick 1987; Teilhet 1983; Shepherd 1987),
though none have been done in the detail of studies about other regions
(Drewal 1983). Gender issues are integral to a number of the essays in
this volume, especially those by Jones, Sinclair, and Stevenson.

Future Directions

One major area of the politicization of Pacific arts not touched upon in
this volume, and deserving a comprehensive comparative study in its
own right, is that of cultural fairs and festivals (see Fischer 1989; also
Brandes 1988). This would include the involvement of Pacific peoples in
early Western world fairs (see Benedict 1983) as well as in local and
pan-Pacific cultural fairs, most notably the Pacific Arts Festival. Devel-
oping from regional fairs organized to strengthen and transmit cultural
practices long denigrated by colonial powers, such as dancing, the
Fourth South Pacific Festival of Arts highlighted the contemporary
political import and potential power of artistic challenges. This festival
was scheduled to be held in New Caledonia (Kanaky) in 1984 to co-
incide with Kanaky independence (Babadzan 1988), to be witnessed by
all festival participants. At the last minute, while some participants
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were en route to New Caledonia, the French government postponed the
festival. Held the following year on Tahiti in the French Overseas
Department of French Polynesia, the delayed festival was boycotted by
a number of Pacific Island nations in protest over continued French col-
onization of the Pacific.

Another area little studied is the use of song in political protest--a
political medium well developed in other parts of the world (Jara 1984).
For the most part, the analytical study of Pacific music has focused
upon the use of chants to affirm or demonstrate or negotiate genealogi-
cal rights, to affirm particular regional histories (Parmentier 1988), or
to assess the role of music in interpersonal relationships (Burrows 1963).
Perhaps it is only in marginalized societies where ethnicity is politicized
that song is used in protest, such as in Hawai‘i (Tatar 1987; Stillman
1989; Osorio 1992). More likely, however, such study will await indige-
nous analysis, for anthropological literature is peppered with references
to communications that *“could not be translated,” such as Burrows’s
comments on dances performed for Americans visiting Ifaluk: “the texts
of these were not given to me; the chiefs lied politely, saying they did
not know them” (1963:60).

A related area, represented by Sinclair’s essay in this volume but in
general underanalyzed, is the richness of contemporary indigenous oral
and written literary media. For example, within Micronesia, former
Yapese Governor John Mangefel is noted for his satirical wit (e.g.,
Mangefel 1975), but until recently most Pacific literature courses in
Western universities focused upon what outsiders had written about the
Pacific, rather than the rich oral and written literatures of the peoples
themselves (Subramani 1985).

There are two further areas not touched upon in this volume because
they are the subject of a developing literature of their own--the larger
political and economic issues raised by producing art predominantly for
outsider consumption (Graburn 1976; Kirch 1984; Gewertz and Erring-
ton 1991) or in dual systems of production (Koojiman 1979), and the
related politicization of museum exhibitions of “Primitive Art” (Mead
1984, 1990) and issues concerning the return of cultural artifacts to their
country of origin (Greenfield 1989).

By analytically focusing here on the intersection between the arts and
politics, we do not mean to imply that this analysis is inclusive, that the
arts may in any way be limited to a political or instrumental dimension.
However, since this intersection has been overlooked in Pacific studies,
our original intent was to stimulate and support studies in this direc-
tion. There have been too few comprehensive studies focusing upon the
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various media of artistic productions as an integral part of ethnographic
research (but see Schieffelin 1976; Moulin 1979; Bailey 1985; Dark
1974). The success of such endeavors will partly require the continued
involvement of Pacific Islanders in setting directions and identifying
areas of study; for instance, anthropological literature had generally
been silent on Pacific theater and clowning until Hereniko’s and Sina-
vaiana’s doctoral dissertations (1990 and 1992a, respectively) and con-
tributions to this volume. Another factor in the politics of Pacific arts
has been the increasing participation by Pacific scholars in defining and
articulating the academic field as well as national artistic policies
(Foote et al. 1985). Further cooperation between outsider and local
researchers, artists, and anthropologists promises a deeper understand-
ing of both past and contemporary political actions through artistic
media.



DANCING DEFIANCE: THE POLITICS
OF POHNPEIAN DANCE PERFORMANCES

Glenn Petersen
Baruch College and the Graduate School,
City University of New York

Social life, as we all know, is complex. Meaningful human social activ-
ity often undertakes multiple tasks simultaneously. Activities intended
to organize life within a community may at the same time mark bound-
aries distinguishing that group from others. A colleague of mine, an
Orthodox Jew, tells of a man shipwrecked on the proverbial desert
island. When he is at last rescued, he insists on showing off the two syn-
agogues he has constructed. Why two? “Ah,” he says. “This is the shul
where | pray. And this is the shul | won’t set foot in!”

My essay is about one of these multiplex forms of social activity: danc-
ing. The people of Pohnpei use this art form to transmit several con-
trasting messages concurrently. Such messages would be difficult to
communicate simultaneously in speech--Pohnpeian or English. But
dance seems to convey them quite effectively.

A particular set of dances calls attention to Pohnpeian accounts of
how their ancestors defended the island from invaders." At the same
time, these dances make it clear that very specific, local communities
performed these acts of heroism. The dances communicate, simultane-
ously, both the island as a whole’s history of defying outsiders and the
local community’s defiance of its neighbors.

Many--though by no means all--Micronesian dances are martial in
form and spirit. Among other functions, they enable these otherwise
peaceable people to remind both themselves and others of the continued
value they place on military prowess (and their history of exhibiting it),
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even under conditions of colonial rule by vastly more powerful nations.
What | seek to describe here is by no means peculiar to Pohnpei; | have
seen many Micronesians engage in similar performances. But | know
something of Pohnpei’s history, ancient and modern, and | know many
of its dancers. It is in appreciating the historical nuance and the per-
sonal history that we most clearly see the meanings in the stories under-
lying the dances.

Pohnpei is the largest of the Eastern Caroline Islands. Its current pop-
ulation is probably in excess of thirty thousand. Before the first Europe-
ans and their diseases arrived (ca. 1830), the population was perhaps a
bit smaller; a long period of depopulation reached its low point at the
turn of the century (Riesenberg 1968:6). Kolonia, the island’s only
town, is now the capital of the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM).
Many people from other Micronesian islands have come to the island to
work for the FSM government; they live in or near Kolonia. Most Pohn-
peian families continue to live on and cultivate their rural farmsteads,
sending one or more members into town daily to work for the govern-
ment, the island’s main source of cash employment.

The town of Kolonia, the State of Pohnpei, and the Federated States
of Micronesia as a whole each has an elected government and a bureau-
cracy. Outside of town, the island is still divided into five wehi, the “tra-
ditional” paramount chiefdoms, with hereditary chiefs and multiple
lines of political titles of varying rank and status. These chiefdoms are
also chartered as municipalities and have elected governments, but
daily political life within them makes little differentiation between tra-
ditional and elective office.

Within these paramount chiefdoms are numerous local chiefdoms
(kousapw). Furthermore, until the onset of colonial administration (in
the 1880s), the paramount chiefdoms waxed and waned in number,
size, and strength; certain areas of the island, such as Awak, where |
work, have, since ancient times, claimed and often exercised effective
autonomy from the larger chiefdoms in which they are now included.
Political activity entails endless maneuvering within and between all
these regions and chiefdoms. It is complex, and it is the stuff of social
life on this rich and fertile island, where making a living takes up rela-
tively little of people’s time.

Mythohistorical Background

Because this essay is about dances, and the dances are about history, |
must set the scene with background drawn from Pohnpei’s mythology
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and oral history. For my purposes here, | am not going to make distinc-
tions between the various genres that recount the past; | discuss this
problem elsewhere (Petersen 1990). What is relevant is that despite the
existence of certain “authorized” versions of “Pohnpeian history” (e.g.,
Bernart 1977), there really is no version of the past acceptable to all the
islanders. As David Hanlon points out (1988:25), the islanders maintain
that “Pohnpei sohte ehu” (Pohnpei is not one). Political distinctions
between and among the many communities are symbolized by a host of
differences in mythology and customary observances (tiahk).

Pohnpei’s “modern” polity (that is, the current system of chieftain-
ship) traces its roots to events purported to have taken place at least sev-
eral generations before the arrival of the first Europeans and the start of
written history on the island. These events in turn draw upon earlier
episodes, running, in some versions, back to the beginnings of the
island. In summary:

After the island itself had been built up out of the water by people
who journeyed there from the south or east, and had been provided
with food, shelter, fire, and so forth by other travelers, construction of a
center for islandwide religious worship was undertaken. Led by two
voyagers from the west, the people built Nan Madol, a vast complex of
large-scale stone architecture, the ruins of which still sit off the east
coast of the island. In turn, Nan Madol became the seat of a dynasty of
tyrants, the Sau Deleurs, who ruled the entire island. Eventually, local
discontent and the interference of deities provoked an invasion by the
culture hero Isokelekel, who--though son of one of these Pohnpei dei-
ties--had grown up in Katau, a legendary land to the east (often identi-
fied as Kosrae, but see Goodenough 1986).

Isokelekel and his troops overthrew the last Sau Deleur and presided
over the dismantling of Pohnpei’s centralized political system. Follow-
ing much deliberation, the island’s new and remaining leaders institu-
ted the modern system of autonomous paramount chiefdoms. Today’s
Madolenihmw chiefs trace their ancestry back (matrilineally) to Isokel-
ekel, and the modern chiefdoms are organized around principles of
decentralized government. Unlike some Polynesian polities, in which
the chiefs claim to be foreigners, Pohnpeians believe their leaders to be
indigenes; but they acknowledge that the political system itself, which
they hold in the greatest respect (wahu, the term for respect, can in
some contexts refer to the entire political system), is the product of a for-
eign intervention.

Two themes in these cycles are especially relevant in this context.
First, we can distill out some political theory: originally, there was
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anarchy; the people organized themselves by creating a system of cen-
tralized government; this deteriorated into tyranny; the tyrant was
overthrown and his regime replaced by a decentralized set of locally
autonomous chiefdoms. The modern polity, then, is in part the result of
trial and error, as it were, and in part a product of deliberate, carefully
considered decisions about the proper nature of government. It is
viewed as now having withstood the test of time.

Second, we confront Pohnpeian ambivalence about the outside
world. Little of great importance happens on Pohnpei without some
sort of foreign intervention. But foreign influence serves merely to set
off a chain of events over which Pohnpeians exercise control. Foreigners
are not to be repelled from the island’s shores; they are welcome but
must be kept in their place--a situation that is described to them
through the recounting of this history. (The island’s contact and early
colonial history certainly bear this out.)

The irony here is that many tales that recount opposition to Isokele-
kel’s invasion are told in a highly celebratory fashion, and such tales are
matters of great pride in the localities where they are alleged to have
taken place. In this essay | refer to two of these; one comes from Awak,
where | work, and the other is from U, the paramount chiefdom of
which Awak is now a part.

Dancing Defiance
“Uh Likin Pehi en Awak”

The Awak tale, which appears in none of the published texts (though an
obscure version appears in the “Silten manuscript”; see Petersen 1990),
is often recounted in Awak--l1 have heard it many times. It is set during
the time preceding Isokelekel’s landing at Nan Madol, as his flotilla is
making its way along the island’s northern shore after an initial landfall
on And, a small atoll a few miles off Pohnpei’s west coast.

In this version, as in many others, Isokelekel’s destination is not neces-
sarily Nan Madol. He attempted a landing in Awak, sailing into its bay
under cover of night. Modern Pohnpeians explain that their homes have
traditionally been scattered about the hills (as they remain today) as a
means of preventing surprise attacks on entire communities, but in this
case the strategy nearly backfired: the invaders might have secured
a beachhead without a fight. Fortunately, an eni aramas, a sort of
ancestral spirit or part-human legendary hero, observed the invaders’
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approach. He saw that there was no time to gather a force strong
enough to repel them.

Acting quickly, he leapt onto a stone jutting up out of water “just
beyond” (likin) Awak’s altar or place of worship (pehi en Awak). There
he “stood up” (uh) and danced a ferocious war dance. Then he jumped
down behind the stone and changed his palm-leaf skirt (in the past,
well-dressed Pohnpeian men wore multiple layers of skirts). He again
ascended and resumed his dance, repeating the performance over and
over until the approaching invaders were convinced that a full-sized
body of troops awaited to engage them in battle. Having lost the ele-
ment of surprise, Isokelekel decided to seek a more vulnerable spot for
his landing.

This story is called “Uh Likin Pehi en Awak” (Standing Up Beyond
the Altar of Awak). The home where | stay when | work in Awak lies no
more than fifty yards from the site of this great feat, and | have had
the tale recited to me, in many versions, countless times. | have
also watched Awak’s children perform chants and dances that tell of this
episode.

In 1974-1975 the people of Awak, using American funding for mate-
rials and equipment, built a large, modern schoolhouse on a plot of land
dredged up out of the bay, again just yards from the site of Isokelekel’s
attempted invasion. When it was completed, the new school’s name
was painted boldly across its facade, in large block letters: UH LIKIN PEHI
EN AWAK SUKUHL. Inside this schoolhouse the students are charged with
studying English, world geography, and a host of other subjects. But
each day as they enter, they are reminded of Awak’s history--and its
history of resistance to threats from abroad.

Anyone passing this new building, Pohnpeian or foreigner, cannot
help gazing at it. It stands out clearly visible at the water’s edge, unlike
nearly everything else on this densely vegetated island. Its size, too,
draws attention. While it makes obvious the impact of foreign money
and learning, it simultaneously proclaims Awak’s proud heritage of
effective resistance.

Pohnpeian children get their Pohnpeian history, civics, and art lessons
via dance. They perform these dances on important occasions at the
school--indeed, they performed a dance that told this story at the dedi-
cation of the new schoolhouse--and 1 first learned a good deal of what
I know about Awak’s history while watching dances performed at
schools. As | said, the Pohnpeians manage to harness foreign influences
with their own cultural forms.
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“Pidehk en Dolen Wenik”

Now, according to tales told a little farther east, a similar fate befell
Isokelekel and his company as they headed on into U. Again they
attempted a landing. In this case, another spirit man spotted them as he
stood in front of a sharp peak known as the Dolen Wenik (literally, “the
Hill of Wenik,” the name of the U area in the time before the founding
of the modern paramount chiefdom). The spirit man danced a bit,
moved behind the peak, and then reappeared from the other side.
Again and again he repeated this “circuit” (pidehk), making it seem
that a large force waited behind the hill, ready for battle. Once more
Isokelekel decided that his chances would be better elsewhere and chose
to sail on, eventually coming ashore at Nan Madol and in time van-
quishing the Sau Deleur in a battle commencing there. This story, is
called “Pidehk en Dolen Wenik” (Making a Circuit Around the Hill of
Wenik).

In 1985 a group of adult dancers from U and Awak traveled to Tahiti
to represent the Federated States of Micronesia at the Pacific Arts Festi-
val. When they returned, they spoke animatedly about their reception
there, proudly displaying copies of Pape‘ete newspapers featuring their
troupe. They were, they told everyone at home, the only dancers to per-
form in true island style: each of the dancers was liberally anointed in
coconut oil (a ritually charged practice for Pohnpeians) and the women,
as well as the men, danced bare-breasted. This latter action, still taken
for granted on Pohnpei, clearly surprised and reportedly enchanted all
who saw the Pohnpeian troupe perform.

The dancers were proud of having shown the rest of the Pacific that
Pohnpeians, if not all Micronesians, cling tightly to their traditions.
They are acutely aware of the mild disdain in which the Micronesians
are held by other Pacific Islanders because of their close political ties to
the United States. They chose, then, to make a clear statement about
Pohnpei’s independent spirit.

Most notable in this context, however, was the name the group
selected for itself. The dancers called themselves the “Pwihn en ‘Pidehk
en Dolen Wenik’ ” (“Pidehk en Dolen Wenik” Group). They were the
Federated States of Micronesia’s official representatives to the arts festi-
val, but clearly represented themselves as Pohnpeians, not simply
“Micronesians.” At the same time, they focused the symbolism of their
name (and on Pohnpei few things bear more symbolic power than
names) on a local event--the local community’s successful resistance to
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the invading Isokelekel--and in that sense they were not simply “Pohn-
peians.”

Isokelekel is as close to an islandwide culture hero as we can hope to
find on Pohnpei. Tales about him mesh into nearly every aspect of life
(Ward 1989:64). Nonetheless, the island’s official goodwill ambassadors
chose a name that reflected local ascendancy over the hero of the whole.
In any report about the Tahiti performance, either within Pohnpei and
Micronesia or out and about in the broader world, the story of how Iso-
kelekel was repelled by U is proclaimed. Never mind that the outsiders
do not know what they are being reminded of, everyone on Pohnpei
knows, and everyone on Pohnpei knows what is being displayed to the
world: U defiant.

Before 1 move on to the final dance performance | intend to discuss, |
want to make two small points. The first begins as a minor aside, really;
but it has underlying significance. | recall as a child reading stories that
remarkably parallel the “Uh Likin Pehi en Awak” and “Pidehk en Dolen
Wenik” tales. One was set in China (and presented as a Chinese folk-
tale). A city with a small defense force was under siege by a much larger
army. Following someone’s inspiration, the city’s tailors worked around
the clock for days, sewing set upon set of uniforms in various colors and
styles. Then the city’s soldiers marched on the ramparts repeatedly,
changing into new uniforms with each circuit. Eventually their enemies
were convinced that the city was defended by a vastly superior force
and lifted the siege.

Another tale came from America’s Civil War. A small force (and | no
longer recall if it was Confederate or Union) outwitted a larger force by
marching ‘round and ‘round a hill. Their opponents’ view was limited
to a small number of troops at one time passing a break in the trees; they
saw a seemingly endless procession marching by. Convinced that they
were overwhelmingly outnumbered, the onlookers withdrew. (I have
also read that Mussolini employed a similar stratagem to impress Hitler
when the Fuhrer visited Rome.)

The ruses themselves are widely employed, at least in imagination if
not on the field of battle, and the tactics are by no means peculiar to
Pohnpei. Indeed, they appear in Stith Thompson’s motif index of folk-
tales as Motif No. K2368 (1955-1958, 4:496). What stands out about the
Pohnpei tales lies in the context of the telling. The tales celebrate local
victories over both foreign invaders and the island as a whole, As such
they communicate simultaneously both the islanders’ ability to defend
themselves against outside aggression and local ‘communities’ capacity
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to resist centralizing tendencies within the island’s confines. The tales
are chosen as highly appropriate topics for dance performances pre-
cisely because they so effectively communicate defiance to both outsid-
ers and neighbors--no mean feat.

A second notable theme running through these tales lies in their por-
trayal of Isokelekel’s progress toward Nan Madol and the Sau Deleur.
The primary recorded versions (Bernart 1977; Hadley 1981) tell this his-
tory from the perspective of Nan Madol and Madolenihmw, the para-
mount chiefdom that succeeded it in eastern Pohnpei. In these presenta-
tions, Isokelekel heads directly to his confrontation with the Sau Deleur.
In the Awak and U versions, however, he tries repeatedly, to effect a
landing along the island’s north coast and arrives at Nan Madol only
after having failed elsewhere.

The sequence of events described in these variant tales parallels the
earlier mythohistory leading up to the founding of Nan Madol itself.
Two brothers from the west, Olsihpa and Olsohpa, try repeatedly to
begin work on the proposed ceremonial center. They start in Sokehs (on
the west coast), then move on to various sites in Net (on the northwest
coast) and U (in the northeast) before finally settling on the site where
they achieve ultimate success, on the island’s extreme eastern shore.

The emphasis given to this sequence of false starts is, in fact, the
source of my vision of the Pohnpei people’s deliberate ambivalence
about dealing with foreigners. They see (indeed desire) that the outside
world has an impact upon their lives. But they also seek to control this
impact and shape it to their own purposes. Their myths, when exam-
ined at length rather than in summary fashion, reduce the stature of
these strangers and make them pliable: the mighty Isokelekel, for
instance, is cowed by the sight of kotop palms (Exorrhiza ponapensis),
whose white inflorescent branches he thinks are skirts, mistaking the
trees for giants. In each of these two great myth cycles, the foreigners
are required to move slowly around the island, undergoing a series of
unsuccessful trials before finally achieving success at Nan Madol. Pohn-
peians place them where they deem appropriate. The strangers are
transformed by these experiences; they are no longer totally foreign,
though they never become fully Pohnpeian, either.

Many tales are told in Pohnpeian song and dance performances. Not
all are as political as the two | have selected to explore here. But it is no
coincidence that these two are stories that I--a foreigner, an American
--have often heard. Nor is it coincidence that the large Awak school-
house, paid for by the United States, and the Pacific Arts Festival dance
troupe, underwritten by the FSM government, are christened with



The Politics of Pohnpeian Dance Performances 21

names that conjure up defiant spirits. These performances allow Pohn-
peians to transmit complex messages quickly and clearly.

“The Sokehs Rebellion™

The last dance performance | shall discuss draws upon recent, rather
than mythological, history. In 1910, a large number of the Sokehs chief-
dom’s people (most of them from Sokehs Island, which is separated
from the rest of the chiefdom on Pohnpei Island’s mainland by a nar-
row, mangrove-choked channel) rebelled against the German colonial
administration. They Kkilled the governor and some of his aides, then
laid siege to the garrison. In time the Germans mounted an invasion,
reinforced by Melanesian troops from Rabaul and three modern gun-
boats. The rebels were driven from their redoubt atop the great Sokehs
mountain, overlooking Kolonia town, and harried across the interior of
the island. Some were captured, some surrendered; ultimately all were
taken prisoner. Fifteen leaders were shot and buried in a common grave
and more than four hundred people were exiled, first to Yap and then to
Palau, for more than a decade. Northern Sokehs was occupied by outer
islanders and only the southern area known in general as Palikir
remained populated by ethnic Pohnpeians (Ehrlich 1978).

Today, most Pohnpeians exhibit curious ambivalence about this epi-
sode. Though it must be reckoned a stunning defeat, it is much more
widely remembered (or at least referred to) than the Madolenihmw,
Net, and Sokehs victories over the Spaniards in the 1880s and 1890s
(Hanlon 1988:148-197; Hempenstall 1984). This is in part because of
the epic song and dance composed to record the rebellion. It may also
partly be traced to the story’s importance as a cautionary tale.

When Pohnpeians fought the Spanish, they succeeded in doing
exactly as their mythohistory instructs them: they allowed the Span-
iards to remain on the island (mostly hiding inside their fort), having an
impact but never exercising much control over life there. The Germans,
however, proved entirely too strong for Sokehs; the rest of Pohnpei had
foreseen that this would be the case. Instead of finding nonviolent ways
of avoiding German domination, and thereby preserving Pohnpeian
autonomy in fact if not in appearance, the Sokehs people saw their com-
munity destroyed. Defiance is a great deal more attractive when it suc-
ceeds.

Throughout the ensuing years, the rebellion against the Germans has
remained an important topic of discussion for both Pohnpeian intellec-
tuals and foreign scholars. Accounts of it have been written by Gartzke
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(1911), Hambruch (1932-1936), Bascom (1950), Ehrlich (1978), and
Hempenstall (1978). Local interpretations of its origins and significance
continue to evolve (Petersen 1985:17-18). And the epic song and dance
describing it continue to inform much of modern Pohnpeian aesthetics.
I have heard or seen bits and pieces of it a number of times but it was
not until 1983 that | had an opportunity to see a performance of the epic
in its entirety. It was an unforgettable experience.

In June 1983 the Federated States of Micronesia conducted a plebi-
scite on its Compact of Free Association with the United States. The
FSM national government, which had negotiated this compact, was
eager to see it approved. The compact provides the Federated States
with internal self-government and approximately US$1.4 billion over
the course of fifteen years in return for American oversight of foreign
affairs and a “security” arrangment that in fact allows the United States
perpetual control over anything it decides is a security issue.

The ethnic Pohnpeian people (as opposed to outer islanders and other
Micronesians residing on the island) were not convinced that the com-
pact would provide them with the autonomy they sought. They were
troubled by many aspects of the arrangement, including the power it
vests in the FSM national government, the possibility it raises of another
war being fought in the islands (much of World War II’'s Pacific Cam-
paign was fought in Micronesia), and its general vagueness about the
matter of who was sovereign (that is, who holds the mana [Pohnpeian
manaman], the Americans or the Micronesians). Ethnic Pohnpeians
voted by a nearly two-to-one margin against the compact, carrying
Pohnpei State, but because theirs was a minority position within the
Federated States as a whole, they did not prevail. In an advisory por-
tion of the ballot, they called instead for independence (Petersen 1984,
1985, 1986), an option they still pursue.

Four days after the plebiscite | attended the yearly two-day convoca-
tion of Pohnpei’s Roman Catholic adult lay sodality (the Pwihn en
Mwanakapw oh Peinakapw), held in Sewiso, Sokehs. There, groups
representing congregations from every part of the island vied with each
other, presenting song, dance, and sketches, many of which had reli-
gious themes. There were two showstoppers.

The first of these was a long theatrical performance drawn from the
Book of Exodus. Its focal point was the repeated request to the Pharaoh,
“Let my people go!” A group from Wene, in Kiti, performed it. Coming
only four days after Pohnpei had rejected free association with the
United States and called instead for independence, no one had trouble
grasping its relevance.
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The second was the only full performance of the epic “Sokehs Rebel-
lion” song and dance | have ever witnessed. The people of Lewetik, a
nearby area, put it on. Many of these performers are descendants of the
rebels. Like the Wene group who did the Exodus, they had been prac-
ticing for months--the months leading up to the plebiscite, when the
compact was the main topic of everyday conversation.

There are seventeen verses in the song, with narration between each.
There is much repetition in the course of the dance, and several breaks
for movement of the dancers from one formation to another. The per-
formance was a long one. As with most formal Pohnpeian dancing there
were lines of sitting women and standing men and women (much like
the Samoan siva). Several of the men were animated, affecting a tradi-
tional clown role, but most of the dancers appeared impassive, even
bored, during the performance. This is, however, merely kanengamah,
the Pohnpeian practice of disguising emotion and interest. A young
woman dancer, a daughter of the family | have lived with on and off for
fifteen years, told my wife how much pleasure the dancing gave her,
how excited she was; | would never have guessed this from the com-
pletely detached look on her face.

The performance was given in a feast house, during a downpour.
Every inch of space inside was jammed, and scores of people stood out-
side in the rain. Everyone strained to catch each word, everyone seemed
enrapt. But for the song, the dance, and the rain hammering the tin
roof, 1 heard no sounds, a rare circumstance in as raucous a place as
Pohnpei.

While Pohnpeians place an extremely high value on disguising and
hiding feelings, the words of the song and movements of the dancers
carried everyone present through the full sweep of the tragedy. The
roundabout phrasings and circumlocutions that are so often a part of
everyday Pohnpeian discourse are absent in much of this song, as when
the German governor is asked, as he lands in Sokehs on the fateful day,
“Do you want to get killed?” Later, during the siege of the Sokehs
mountain where the rebels have established themselves, the Pohnpeian
phrase pohn Dollap, “atop the Great Mountain,” drones repeatedly,
with great force, setting the scene for the coming battle between the
two forces. When the naval bombardment drives the rebels from their
stronghold atop the mountain, their chief asks, “Why do you flee from
the Great Mountain?” One of the retreating men replies graphically,
“What am | that | should cut/Heavy artillery?”

The performance reaches its mournful climax when the rebel leaders
are led to the execution ground, tied to a fence, and shot. The leader of
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the rebellion, Soumadau, something of a culture hero in his own right,
asks permission for his men to put on their good clothing. “and then we
will die.” His brother, Lepereren, responds that their palm-leaf skirts
are good enough : “These are the clothes of men.”

When the men are dead and buried, the drama ends with the simple
imperative, “Think about Jesus crucified.”® The audience burst into
sustained applause. | confess that I was overwhelmed. | had never
expected an opportunity to see such a performance. Coming as it did
just days after the Pohnpeians had defied the United States and the
FSM’s national government, this dance of defiance was doubly power-
ful, doubly meaningful.

Let me return to the theme of this essay: Sokehs’s act of defiance was
the act of a localized group of people, like the group performing the
dance. It was the people of Sokehs Island (and not even the entire
Sokehs chiefdom) who rebelled, not the Pohnpeian people as a whole.
They were the ones defending their prerogatives against German en-
croachments. Current ambivalence in Pohnpei about the uprising
makes this clear. Although an act in the finest Pohnpeian warrior tradi-
tion, the uprising was ill-starred and, apparently, ill-advised. It is not
easy to be unabashedly proud of the episode.

When the Sokehs people perform the epic song and dance, however,
they are able to transcend the story’s drawbacks. While the tale
recounts resistance to foreigners, in the vein of all the accounts | have
been citing, it simultaneously tells of their grandparents’ decision to
defend their community, to act on their own, to assert both the right
and the responsibility to act autonomously.

Pohnpeians have managed to defend themselves not by banding
together as a centrally organized unit, but through individual acts of
individual communities. This, of course, goes thoroughly against the
grain of Westerners raised on political classics or in the Euroamerican
tradition that draws upon these classics. Americans grow up on “E
Pluribus Unum” (Out of Many, One) and “United we stand, divided we
fall.” The fasces, the bundle of reeds signifying that in unity there is
strength, was borrowed from the Romans not only by Italy’s Fascists: it
appears on the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., as wvell.

On one level, then, the Sokehs drama is simply about Sokehs; it
belongs to Sokehs, as it were. But on another level, it draws on the for-
mat of most Pohnpeian historical drama. When we view this as Pohn-
peians speaking to one another, we see them emphasizing the impor-
tance of local autonomy. But the examples they use show their people
asserting this autonomy against foreigners, thus enabling them to com-
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municate very clearly to outsiders that they are fully capable of defend-
ing themselves against most outside aggression, and that, when they
cannot, they still have tactics for ensuring their eventual success. In this
manner, they send multiple, complex messages simultaneously. | think
this trick has some important theoretical significance for modern ethnic
and nationalist politics.

“Save the Last Dance for Me”

The people of Pohnpei dance for a variety of reasons, many of them
having to do with sociability and entertainment. The early reports of
European visitors to the island describe dance performances that sound
much like those one sees on the island today. Over the years a number of
other dance types have been added, including the lehp, a favorite. This
is a martial dance done in imitation of foreign sailors marching in for-
mation, named for the “left” in “left, right, left.” (Because of the heavy
influence of Boston missionaries and New England whalers, English
provided most of the the precolonial nineteenth-century loan words.)
Although some outsiders think that the lehp corrupts traditional
Pohnpeian aesthetics, the Pohnpeians have always looked to the outside
world for new ideas. Their dance repertoire continues to grow, and it
continues to be militant in character. Since most dancing is done in per-
formance of one sort or another, the topics chosen for entertainment
purposes also serve multiple other purposes; some of these are political.
When a political--that is, militant--theme is chosen, several tasks
are again undertaken simultaneously. The messages concern both the
whole of Pohnpei against the outer world that potentially threatens it
and the Pohnpei people against one another. At the risk of stretching a
metaphor too far, let me borrow the chorus of an old Drifters’ hit.

Just don’t forget who’s taking you home,
And in whose arms you’re gonna be.

So, darling,

Save the last dance for me.*

Precisely because the Pohnpei have been dealing with outsiders since
the beginnings of their own mythohistory, they know that foreign influ-
ences and forces shall come and go. But other Pohnpeians, they assume,
will always be there. Their priority, then, is to assure that (to mix meta-
phors unconscionably) the center cannot hold. Dance performances
speak first to the rest of Pohnpei about local autonomy, and only then
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about Pohnpei defiant. This insistence on the utility of placing local
political needs ahead of grander schemes has a small but honored corner
in political theory. It was once articulated by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in
The Government of Poland (1985).

Rousseau wrote The Poland, as it is known, in 1771-1772, in response
to the Confederation of Bar’s request for help in revising the Polish con-
stitution. His effort came at the time of the first of the three partitions,
which removed Poland from the map until World War |. Rousseau fore-
saw the Poles’ fate, and his advice to them was meant to promote their
survival as a people at a time when nationalism had not yet appeared as
a coherent cause (indeed, The Poland is among the earliest documents
in the history of modern nationalism). Many of his recommendations to
the Poles run parallel to the political theory underpinning Pohnpeian
political dance, that brilliant union of the Muses Clio and Terpsichore.

Rousseau saw clearly that the Poles were in no position to repel the
Russian, Prussian, and Austrian empires that threatened them. The
solution, he believed, was to “establish the republic in the Poles’ own
hearts . . . those hearts are, to my mind, the republic’s only place of
refuge” (Rousseau 1985:10). Love of the homeland “may not save you
from bowing briefly under the yoke,” but “it will, if it keeps on burning
in your hearts, burst into flame one day, rid you of the yoke, and make
you free” (ibid.:86). This, he recognized, could only be accomplished
by preserving Polish culture. “You must maintain or revive (as the case
may be) your ancient customs.” If they would “see to it that every Pole is
incapable of becoming a Russian . . . , Russia will never subjugate
Poland” (ibid.:14, 11).

But Rousseau’s program was grounded in political as well as cultural
theory. At the time, it was widely held that Poland’s decentralized polit-
ical traditions made it vulnerable. Not so, Rousseau argued. “Whatever
you do, your enemies will crush you a hundred times before you have
given Poland what it needs in order to be capable of resisting them”
(ibid. : 11). Instead, the Poles should build on their great history of con-
federation, which he termed a “political masterpiece” (ibid.:60). He
urged upon them “a confederation of thirty-three tiny states,” since

“almost all small states . . . prosper, simply because they are small”
(ibid.:76, 25).

Poland could not resist its neighbors if it merely imitated them. “I
should like Poland to be . . . itself, not some other country; for only by

being itself will it become all that it is capable of being.” In this way the
Poles would keep their government and liberty “alive in their true--
their only--sanctuary, which is the hearts of Polish citizens” (ibid.:80).
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Like Rousseau, the people of Pohnpei--or at least its leading philoso-
phers--recognize that decentralization promotes good government.
Certainly their mythology specifies that Pohnpeian civilization is
grounded in the autonomy of the chiefdoms. For millennia, Pohnpeians
managed to control the foreign influences on their lives--or so they tell
themselves. They experimented with political forms and found that the
autonomous chiefdoms both allowed the people to govern themselves in
small, face-to-face communities and guaranteed this freedom from
external controls.

Although Pohnpeians were originally advocates of federalism, they
have come to believe that this new, centralized nation-state poses a dan-
ger to their traditions of local autonomy: They see no value in imitating
the American model or in becoming “Micronesians” rather than *“Pohn-
peians.” They keep their government and liberty alive in their hearts--
and in their dances.

When they dance, they remind others of their traditions of defiance.
In doing so, they continue to uphold the even greater importance of
defiant local communities. It is a complex aesthetic but a sensible one.
And, if Rousseau and the Poles are any guide, it may yet prove to be a
very workable course of action.

NOTES

My research on Pohnpei has been funded by the National Institute of Mental Health. Fac-
ulty Research awards from the City University of New York, the National Endowment for
the Humanities, the National Science Foundation, and the Wenner-Gren Foundation.
This essay is dedicated to the memories of Dot Pomus and Mort Shuman, the gifted song-
writers of “Save the Last Dance for Me” who died while | was completing it.

1. In 1985, after Ponape had officially changed its name to Pohnpei, Governor Resio
Moses and his staff explicitly told me that the correct way to refer to the island’s people
and their language was “the Pohnpei” and “Pohnpei language.” They reiterated this posi-
tion in 1987. In 1990, however, | noticed that official materials originating in the Gover-
nor‘s Office used “Pohnpeian.” When | spoke with Governor Moses regarding this. he
explained that he had bowed to popular usage: “Pohnpeian” is now official. With this
essay, therefore, | mark my own shift to “Pohnpeian” from the adjectival form “Pohnpei.”

2. In addition to recalling memories of this Awak triumph, the school’s name also evokes
the name of Pohnpei itself, which refers to the initial construction of the island out of the
seas--“built upon an altar,” pohn pehi--which, in turn. was set upon a tiny fragment of
coral sticking up out of the surface of the water. Moreover, Awak is now a part of the U
(the current spelling of which is itself a political maneuver) paramount chiefdom (about
which its people feel some ambivalence) and the school’s hame conveniently begins with
the paramount chiefdom’s name.
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3. The biblical reference in this final passage, like the Exodus performance. reminds us of
the continual weaving of foreign themes into accounts of Pohnpei’s history. | have used
Paul Ehrlich’s powerful, and evocative, translation of the chant (1978:169-182), and |
gratefully acknowledge the quality of his work.

4. “Save the Last Dance For Me,” by Dot Pomus and Mort Shuman, copyright 1960 by
Progressive Music.



CELEBRATIONS OF GOVERNMENT: DANCE PERFORMANCE
AND LEGITIMACY IN THE FEDERATED STATES
OF MICRONESIA

Eve C. Pinsker
University of Chicago

Many anthropologists writing about the political implications of artistic
performances in Oceania have realized that these performances are
polysemic, communicating multiple messages simultaneously (cf. Peter-
sen’s essay, pp. 13-28 in this volume; see also Schwimmer 1990). This
polysemy presents a challenge: it is difficult, when trying to be verbally
analytical about nonverbal and/or polysemic sorts of messages--when
using discursive symbolism to describe nondiscursive symbols, in Sus-
anne Langer’s terms (1942)--to avoid appearing to reduce the meaning
of an artistic production to the narrow range of meaning that supports a
particular point we are trying to make in the context of our own argu-
ment, be it functional, structural, symbolic, or political.

Therein lies both the danger and the payoff in case studies analyzing
the relationship between art and politics. In viewing an artistic perfor-
mance as a political statement, we are in danger of reducing the mean-
ing of the performance to fit our own society’s notions of politics as a
struggle between proponents of ideological positions or programs. Con-
versely, if we as ethnographers recognize and learn from the polysemic
messages about communities and the relationships between them that
contemporary Pacific people are creating through their art, we are led
to a broader understanding of politics as the negotiation of relationships
between different kinds and levels of community--face-to-face village,
ethnic, islandwide, state or province, national, regional, international,
perhaps even community of class or of generation, It is precisely this
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politics of community that was addressed by several participants in the
1990 Association for Social Anthropology in Oceania (ASAO) sympo-
sium on “The Arts and Politics,” including Donner, Petersen, and Flinn,
whose essays also appear in this volume.

The data | seek to understand are dance performances given during
official government functions within the Federated States of Micronesia
(FSM) from 1985 to 1989.' Since the FSM constitutional government
was established in 1979, many of the governmental units within the
Federated States have also held constitutional conventions and estab-
lished new constitutional governments to replace those that formerly
operated under municipal or state charters. As of 1992, new constitu-
tions have been ratified for all four FSM states--Yap, Pohnpei (formerly
Ponape), Kosrae, and Chuuk (formerly Truk)--as well as for munici-
palities within Kosrae and Pohnpei states. Ratifications of these newly
drafted constitutions and the installations of the new governments have
been marked by celebrations with food and dancing and singing per-
formances; these celebrations often involved hosting outside guests:
Other official government events have also provided occasions for
performances, such as the signing of a foreign-aid agreement be-
tween Yap State and Japan in September 1986, and Pohnpei State’s
hosting of an Association of Pacific Island Legislatures meeting in April
1986.

The kinds of dances performed at these occasions range from tradi-
tional forms that show a continuity with precontact times, through
“marches” or hornpipe-type dances and Japanese folk dances, to the
type of pan-Pacific dance that Adrienne Kaeppler has characterized as
“airport art” (1977). The data presented in this essay should be consid-
ered together with the data Flinn and Petersen present in their essays
on Pulap and Pohnpei (both islands within the Federated States of
Micronesia) so that we may come to some conclusions about the kinds of
messages FSM dance performances send about the relationships of local
communities to broader ones, and hence about the legitimacies of vari-
ous national, state, and local governments. The data indicate that the
kinds of modifications made to traditional dance forms and the use of
less traditional dances in multiethnic contexts are related to what mes-
sages the presenting community is sending to whom about who “we”
are and about the relation of “us” to outsiders. Furthermore, in mul-
tiethnic contexts the messages not sent are also significant: keeping eso-
teric meanings of performances within a community is a way of preserv-
ing local autonomy while acknowledging participation in a broader
political context.
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Dance in Contemporary Micronesia: Constructions of Community

The dancing that | observed at government celebrations in the Federa-
ted States fits Milton Singer’s notion of “cultural performance” (see
MacAloon 1984:1): framed performances that allow members of a cul-
ture or society (in the term | will use here, a community) to define and
dramatize themselves both to themselves and to outsiders. At these
dance performances in municipal as well as state and national govern-
ment contexts, the most salient and problematic part of that definition
was how the presenting community related to other communities,
including the “imagined community” of the nation, to use Benedict
Anderson’s phrase (1983). This relation could be one of encompass-
ment (“we are part of X” or “we are made up of a, b, ¢”) or of opposi-
tion (“we are X and not Y”), or as Petersen suggests in his contribution
to this volume, both at once (“we are a part of X and not X”): for
example, the localities of Awak and Palikir, both with pasts as semi-
autonomous chiefdoms, are part of Pohnpei and yet distinct from
it. Thus, boundaries between “us” and “them” are not only marked,
they are negotiated and presented as complex and multivalent, un-
like the simple, line-on-a-map way we Americans tend to think of
boundaries.

One would expect to find negotiation of community boundaries
implicated in the dance presentations connected with the implementa-
tion of municipal and state constitutions and of treaties such as the
Compact of Free Association between the United States and the Feder-
ated States of Micronesia (although we find this situation in other con-
texts as well, as Petersen and Flinn show). Such documents are them-
selves concerned with the political/legal dimensions of community
boundaries--boundaries of sovereignty and authority, which were
explicit points of contention in the drafting of all these documents. For
example, during several of the Pohnpei State municipal constitutional
conventions, delegates expressed the desire that these municipalities
function as more-or-less autonomous polities within the state and the
nation.” The movement in Pohnpei State to replace municipal charters
with constitutions also says something about the relations of the munici-
palities to each other--once the people of one municipality wrote a con-
stitution, voters in the others wanted their own constitutional conven-
tions too; this same “keep up with the Joneses” dynamic was reflected
in planning the constitution-related celebrations. Each municipality
wanted to display its hospitality and put on as good a show as the oth-
ers. Each one invited officials from the FSM, the state, and the other
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municipalities and planned the food and entertainment to impress the
guests. In such contexts, there is no such thing as “mere entertainment.”

The desire to let one’s own community members and outside guests
have fun at a government celebration is part of a community’s political
strategy for creating support for that government. Accordingly, if what
delights the audience is pseudo-Tahitian, airport art-style dance with
fast hip movements, in some cases that is what is provided (assuming it
isn’t felt to contradict important messages about community identity).
In examples below, airport art-style dance appears in multiethnic, cul-
turally heterogeneous communities, such as the Federated States of
Micronesia, Sokehs Municipality, and Kolonia Town, Pohnpei.

In the following accounts of dance performances, it is important to
note that, in most cases of accompanying chants, very few in the audi-
ence knew the meanings of specific words. Chanting in Micronesia
often employs esoteric, archaic, or elliptical language interpretable by
only a few people; however, a chant’s general idea or story may have
wider currency within the community of origin. In any case, all these
dance performances were partially directed to outsiders. constructed to
present “us” to “them” using dance movement and costume to commu-
nicate beyond language barriers. Indeed, in governmental contexts such
as these, the ability of dance to do this is what makes it a valued
resource. The performers in turn see themselves as reflected in the
appreciative eyes of the outside guests and come away with increased
pride in their polity.

Most FSM islands have dance traditions that include several different
genres, recognized by the practitioners as ranging from archaic to
recently developed. Dances are usually performed to songs or chants.
The more ancient genres utilize chants with archaic or esoteric language
whose referential meaning is understood by only a few, or even has been
lost completely. For example, Goofalan of Maap Municipality in Yap, a
recognized authority on Yapese dance, said that he does not know the
meaning of the archaic language used in gabngeg, a very old and now
rarely performed genre of Yapese dance. The people of Sapwuahfik say
they do not understand the language used in their chants that date from
before the 1837 massacre (see below). Dance masters readily acknowl-
edge outside influence in certain genres of dance (e.g., the Yapese barug
is said to originally come from the atolls east of Yap), and outside ele-
ments like “disco” moves and electronic keyboard music are currently
incorporated into new dances.

Recently developed dance genres (like the Pohnpeian lehp) can be
performed to songs recently composed. The language employed is more
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readily understandable, but it too is often elliptical, referring to events
understood fully only in the community of origin. For instance, the
Pohnpeian dance song about the 1910 Sokehs Rebellion that Petersen
discusses in his essay preceding this one contains the titles of several key
participants in the rebellion. People in Lewehtik, the community that
presented the dance, know the kin and clan affiliations of these men,
but that information is not in the song itself and is little known outside
the families involved.

The repertoire of movements drawn on in Micronesian dances
include head, arm, and hand movements, and some pelvic and hip
movement (though nowhere close to the extent found in Tahitian or
Cook Islands dance). Some dance genres are performed seated or con-
tain portions performed seated, some are performed standing with little
leg movement, and others use marching steps and brush-steps in shifting
line formations. The movement repertoire varies from genre to genre
(e.g., the Yapese gaslaw, “love dances,” use much pelvic movement),
and from island to island. Each island has a more-or-less distinct style of
movement that involves the repertoire of movements as well as the
energy flow and typical postures. Yapese dance, for instance, uses
stronger hip accents, and a common standing posture has the pelvis
tilted back so that the posterior protrudes; Pohnpeian dancing uses the
arm and hand for subtle accents, with the torso commonly slightly for-
ward and concave (see Bailey 1985 for excellent descriptions of Pohn-
peian dance movement).

In asking what is communicated by movement itself, beyond the lan-
guage of chant or song that accompanies it, one answer is that a distinct
movement style makes a statement about a unique collective identity. In
addition, the fact that unison dancing requires coordination and
rehearsal makes unison performance an index of the viability and politi-
cal cohesiveness of the presenting community. Most of these dances are
done in groups with all dancers or several subgroups within the dance
moving in unison.

As far as particular gestures go, many of these dances do incorporate
elements of mime (iconic communication), but there is no elaborate
repertoire of conventional gestures (i.e., gestures with arbitrarily as-
signed meanings) comparable to the hasta mudra of classical Asian
South Indian dance or to modern Hawaiian hula. Examples of mime
(iconic) elements include: (1) in the tayoer, Yapese “begging dance” (see
below), grasping motions of the hands were coordinated with asking for
goods; (2) in the last verse of the “Sokehs Rebellion” dance, which
speaks of Jesus crucified, dancers stretch out their arms horizontally to
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signify a cross; (3) the quivering of the arms and coconut armbands
described below for the Mwoakillese warrior dance is movement that
mimes a conventional threat gesture. Much of the arm and hand move-
ment in these dances, however, is apparently used to create and punctu-
ate rhythmic patterns rather than as conventional symbols or as icons.

Notes on Dances at Selected Political Celebrations
in the Federated States of Micronesia, 1985-1989

The following brief accounts of dance performances at seven political
celebrations in the Federated States of Micronesia are each prefaced by
background information on the presenting communities and concluded
with a summary of some of the messages the performance sent about the
presenting community and its relation to other communities. A more
general, comparative discussion of the data presented follows the seven
specific accounts.

Celebration of Installation of New Government
under the Kolonia Town Municipal Constitution, Pohnpei
(September 1985)

Kolonia Town is the main port on Pohnpei Island and the capital of
Pohnpei State. In 1985 it also held the FSM national government
offices; those offices were moved to a new capitol complex in Palikir,
Pohnpei, in 1989. Kolonia’s population of about six thousand (1985
Pohnpei census) is the most heterogeneous in the Federated States: resi-
dents include ethnic Pohnpeians;® families from atolls in Pohnpei State
and the Mortlock Islands; people from Chuuk, Kosrae, and Yap states or
elsewhere in Micronesia who work for the government or private busi-
nesses; expatriates from the United States and other countries who work
for the government; and Filipino and Korean construction workers.
Many of these people do not participate in the Kolonia Town govern-
ment, as they are registered to vote in another municipality, state, or
country.

The September 1985 ceremonies for the new Kolonia Town govern-
ment also celebrated the dedication of the new, two-story Town Hall;
the ceremonies were held outside the building. Dances were performed
by groups of young people representing the Kolonia Town Council elec-
tion districts; the dances reflected the diversity of ethnic groups living in
Kolonia, which was also commented on in the speeches. Itor Harris,
president of the Kolonia Town Constitutional Convention, said in his
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speech (spoken in Pohnpeian, my translation): “We treasure our begin-
nings in many places and can come together in one government and
unite in proclaiming cooperation, liberty, tranquillity and a good life
for everyone.”

Residents of one Kolonia district performed dances from the Philip-
pines (Filipino construction workers have come to Pohnpei and brought
their families). Another district presented a group of Kiribati young
men performing some of their dances. Three different districts pre-
sented young women and girls performing the same dance, a dance that
| was told is from Palau.* The “Island Girls,” a group of young women,
many of whom are of outer-island or mixed parentage and who are
directed by a young woman of mixed American and outer-island par-
entage, performed the kind of popular Hawaiian/Tahitian dancing seen
at tourist performances in Hawai‘i (where the director studied).

One group performed a line dance to American “disco” music, using
interweaving lines of young men and women; the movements were a
combination of “disco” moves and movements derived from the kind of
Pohnpeian dance called lehp (see below). The more traditional genres
of Pohnpeian dance were absent; many ethnic Pohnpeians (as opposed
to outer islanders) do live in Kolonia, but most of them vote for and par-
ticipate in the governments of the municipalities in which they own
land, elsewhere on the island.

Seen as an ensemble in the context of the speeches, these dances
portrayed Kolonia Town as a community of immigrants, a pluralistic
community formed by people of disparate origins cooperating together.
The dances also showed Kolonia Town people as eclectic and not hide-
bound by their own traditions but willing to borrow from each other
and from other communities with which they come in contact, like
Palau and the United States.

Celebration of Implementation of Sokehs Municipal Constitution
(August 1985)

Sokehs Municipality, southwest of Kolonia Town, has both an outer-
island population and an ethnic Pohnpeian population. The outer-
island population is concentrated on Sokehs Island, which is separated
from the Pohnpei Island mainland by a narrow channel, and in Sekere,
an area on the mainland. The ethnic Pohnpeian population is concen-
trated in Palikir, which is south of Sekere on the mainland. The ethnic
Pohnpeians Killed or deported to Palau after the 1910 Sokehs Rebellion
against the Germans (see Petersen’s article) had land on Sokehs Island,
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which the German administration then gave to migrants from Mwoa-
killoa, Pingelap, and Sapwuahfik atolls. Sekere is largely inhabited by
families originally from the Mortlock Islands. Many of the children of
the exiled rebels, when they returned to Pohnpei, settled in Palikir.

Sokehs Municipality has established an annual Sokehs Rebellion Day
as a municipal holiday in memorial to the heroic sacrifice of the fallen
martyrs; however, the historical consequences of the rebellion have very
different implications for the Sokehs people who are outer islanders
than for the ethnic Pohnpeians. Many of the outer-island families origi-
nally received land on Pohnpei as a result of the rebels’ exile, so they
benefited from the rebels’ tragedy.

The Sokehs chief magistrate in 1985 was Mortlockese, as was the
speaker of the council, and | did hear some grumbling from ethnic
Pohnpeians about this. Unlike Kolonia Town, Sokehs is more than a
modern municipality: it is constituted as a Pohnpei Island wehi (tradi-
tional paramount chiefdom) with a Nahnmwarki (paramount chief).
Eligibility for the paramount chieftainship is through matrilineal
descent, and the mother of the present Nahnmwarki of Sokehs was
indeed of the proper royal subclan; his father, however, was Mortlock-
ese (he had also been paramount chief, appointed by the Japanese;’ he
married his wife to help to legitimate his rule). The present Nahn-
mwarki’s wife is not Pohnpeian, but Mortlockese, and | also heard eth-
nic Pohnpeians complaining about that (“E rot,” they said, “She is dark/
unenlightened”).

The Nahnmwarki of Sokehs was present at the ceremony for the
implementation of the newly ratified Sokehs Constitution. The cere-
mony included speeches by the chief magistrate, Pohnpei State and
FSM government representatives, and the chairman of the Sokehs Con-
stitutional Convention’s Committee on Tradition and Civil Liberties.
Interspersed with the speeches, a singing group from the Mwoakillese
village on Sokehs Island performed a song praising Sokehs composed for
the occasion; church choirs from Sokehs Pah and Sekere also sang. Sev-
eral of the speeches gave different versions of the historical background
relevant to the new Sokehs municipal government. The speeches from
the chief magistrate and the officials representing the national govern-
ment (including a man with close familial ties in Palikir, related to the
committee chairman) contextualized the new Sokehs Constitution in
terms of the continuing progress toward self-government initiated by
the Congress of Micronesia; these speeches also emphasized the impor-
tance of cooperation among all the inhabitants of Sokehs. The afore-
mentioned chairman, on the other hand, spoke about the past holders of
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the Sokehs paramount chieftainship, and implied that the Sokehs Rebel-
lion and the consequent resettlement of outer islanders at least tempo-
rarily destroyed Sokehs as a legitimate Pohnpeian wehi. These speeches
gave contrasting views of the primary source of legitimacy, for Sokehs,
as traditional Pohnpeian wehi or as multiethnic, electorally. based
municipality; this tension was also reflected in the dance program pre-
sented after the speeches. It is important to note that the tension
remained latent, however, and was never explicitly discussed.

The main presentation in the dance program was a group of dancers
from Lewehtik in Palikir, men and women approximately from their
late teens through late middle age, performing a lehp (marching dance)
set to a song commemorating the tragedy of the Sokehs Rebellion, the
same dance Petersen discusses in his essay. Lehp is a type of dance that is
considered to be of more recent origin than the traditional standing and
sitting dances performed to chants. Lehp movements appear to have
been influenced by sailors’ hornpipes and military marches (Bailey
1985). The language of the “Sokehs Rebellion” song that the dance was
set to is not archaic, but it is elliptical and was performed without any
explanation for those in the audience (e.g., outer islanders) unfamiliar
with it. The men wore hibiscus-fiber skirts; some women wore orange
cloth skirts and others wore hibiscus skirts, with orange tube tops cover-
ing their breasts.’

A little girl who had studied in Hawai‘i then did a dance with Tahi-
tian movements to calypso music, the kind of dance Kaeppler has called
airport art.

The Sokehs celebration of the implementation of their new Constitu-
tion displayed more elements of Pohnpeian custom than did the Kolonia
Town constitutional celebration: sakau (kava) was brought in. How-
ever, the seating and serving arrangements of traditional Pohnpeian
feasts were not followed: a buffet of food was served after the speeches,
with guests lining up to help themselves from dishes laid out on a table
--a style of serving Pohnpeians call tehpel en Hawaii (Hawaiian table).
Although traditional titleholders were served first, food was not distrib-
uted in the ranked way that is customary at traditional Pohnpeian
feasts; as a result everyone, not just high-ranking Pohnpeians, had
plenty to eat (the outer islanders on Pohnpei sometimes complain that
they don’t get enough to eat at ethnic Pohnpeian-style feasts).

In the political context of the constitutional celebration, the perfor-
mance portrayed Sokehs as both Pohnpeian wehi and multiethnic elec-
toral municipality, with implicit tensions between the two types of com-
munity and the associated types of legitimation. The FSM officials who
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spoke supported the vision of Sokehs as a multiethnic municipality
where the families of immigrants have the same status as any group of
its citizens, while the dancers from Lewehtik asserted the primacy of
ethnic Pohnpeians in constituting the history of present-day, Sokehs.

Celebration of Installation of New Government, Sapwuahfik Atoll
(October 1985)

Sapwuahfik Atoll (formerly called Ngatik) is ninety miles south of Pohn-
pei Island and in 1985 could only be reached by ship. The atoll has nine
islets; only one, Ngatik, has permanent residences. Ngatik Islet is
divided into five sections.

Sapwuahfik’s history includes a major, tragic discontinuity: in 1837
the crew of a trading ship, including unscrupulous British and Ameri-
can seamen and their Pohnpeian allies, killed all the adult men on the
island (see Poyer 1985, 1988). The present population is descended from
the surviving women and children, the foreign seamen, the Pohnpeians
that came during and after the massacre, and subsequent castaways.

Many Ngatikese today live on Pohnpei, in Kolonia or Sokehs. Since
ship passage to Sapwuahfik is relatively inexpensive, there is much visit-
ing between Pohnpei and the atoll. The delegates to the Sapwuahfik
Constitutional Convention included some Ngatikese who reside most of
the time on Pohnpei; other Ngatikese living on Pohnpei choose instead
to participate in the Kolonia Town or Sokehs municipal governments.

The specially scheduled ship that brought non-Ngatikese guests and
visiting dignitaries to the October 1985 celebration of the installation of
the new municipal government also brought many Ngatikese residents
of Pohnpei who wanted to participate in the two days of festivities.

Groups from each of the five sections of Ngatik Islet performed, com-
peting against each other in dance as they did in displaying coconuts
and taro, the competitions being part of the festivities. Some of the
dances performed were set to chants in the old Ngatikese language
spoken before the 1837 massacre; the chants are learned phonetically, as
no one understands all the words nowadays. These dances form the
genre the Ngatikese call wen Ngatik or sei tiktik. Other dances were of
the hornpipe type, similar to what the Pohnpeians call lehp, and were
done by both men and women waving scarves. The Ngatikese call this
dance genre wen Pohnpei and explained proudly to their visitors that
they had introduced these dances to Pohnpei during World War Il. Cer-
tain Ngatikese, however, told me that the dances are originally Pohn-
peian (they may have been introduced by the Pohnpeians who settled
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on Ngatik after the 1837 massacre), but that Ngatikese do them excep-
tionally well and became known for them on Pohnpei during the war.

Each section thus performed with a dual identity: representing itself
and hoping to outdo the other sections in the competition, while at the
same time representing Sapwuahfik as a whole to the visitors from the
FSM government and Pohnpei State’s other islands. The dances dis-
played the checkered history of Sapwuahfik (see Payer’s work), demon-
strating their premassacre heritage as well as the sailor-influenced
marching dances.

All the dances performed are frequently done by Ngatikese on Pohn-
pei as well as Ngatikese on the atoll. When I lived with a Ngatikese fam-
ily on Pohnpei in 1979, | observed the young girls at play doing the same
wen Ngatik dances | later saw at the government celebration. and the
girls explicitly identified these dances as Ngatikese and not Pohnpeian.

Performed at an officially sanctioned event on Sapwuahfik rather
than in the context of children’s play on Pohnpei, the performance of
these dances was a community-to-community (municipal government
to state government) statement about Sapwuahfik as an autonomous
polity, rather than a marker of ethnic-minority identity within a domi-
nant Pohnpeian population. The performances made a declaration of
community boundaries congruent with the language of the new Consti-
tution of Sapwuahfik.

Celebration of Installation of New Government, Mwoakilloa Atoll
(June 1987)

Mwoakilloa Atoll (formerly Mokil) is ninety miles east of Pohnpei
Island. It has three islets, only one of which is inhabited. The inhabited
islet is divided into three sections, or “chapels.” The Protestant Congre-
gational church dominates the social structure of Mwoakilloa; atoll resi-
dents converted to Christianity in the early 1870s, after visits from rep-
resentatives of the Boston-based American Board of Commissioners for
Foreign Missions and from Pohnpeian converts (Hanlon 1988: 134).
Before the coming of the Protestant missionaries, Mwoakilloa had a
very bloody period in its history, fighting invaders from the Marshall
Islands and also fighting over chiefly succession; one Mwoakillese told
me that during that period the paramount chieftainship was usually
gained through assassination.

Pockets of Mwoakillese settlement on Pohnpei exist in Kolonia and in
Denpei village on Sokehs Island. The Mwoakilloa Constitutional Con-
vention included delegates from both these areas. Mwoakillese on Pohn-
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pei have done well in school and many have achieved positions in state
and national government. These salaried people have sent money and
goods back to the atoll, so that the atoll boasts many concrete houses
and other cash-bought goods, as well as an airstrip.

Both ship and airplane brought Mwoakillese and outside guests to
Mwoakilloa from Pohnpei for the celebration ceremonies, which in-
cluded speeches, a church-sponsored brass band from Denpei, and
dances. As on Sapwuahfik, there was a competition between sections in
prestations of coconuts and taro (and, in this case, sacks of rice as well).
Five sections were represented: the three divisions of Mwoakilloa’s main
islet and two Mwoakillese communities on Pohnpei (Likinkel in Kolonia
and Denpei).

In the dance portion of the program, presented after the speeches,
young girls from the atoll performed several dances. One was a dance
learned from the Japanese and involved waving of a Japanese flag.
Another, set to a chant about rolling up mats, was done seated with
boards on laps, similar to the fashion of the Pohnpeian seated dances.
The third was a pseudo-Tahitian dance. Very young boys then per-
formed a warrior’s dance, with their mothers beating the rhythm on
biscuit tins.

The Protestant Congregational church on Mwoakilloa generally for-
bids dancing, allowing public performances only on rare occasions such
as this. The last major dance performance had been after World War 1I
when the Smithsonian Institution sent people to make a film. The war-
rior’s dance in particular is considered unenlightened and fear-provok-
ing, being part of a bloody past when Mwoakillese and Marshallese
fought. The fact that very young boys did it “defused” some of the fear-
some aspects.

From what was explained to me, the warrior’s dance (done as the
grand finale) had required a long period of rehearsal, preceded by the
necessity of rounding up the older people who could reconstruct the
dance from its last performance after the war. The young boys per-
formed seated. White sheets were draped around their laps and their
upper arms. Each boy’s wrists, head, and neck were decorated with
elaborately cut coconut fronds--part of the difficulty of the dance was
to move the arms in such a way that the coconut-leaf armbands would
quiver. One could see how a fully grown man performing this dance
could indeed strike terror in his opponents.

As in similar situations on other islands, the Mwoakillese apparently
have an ambivalent attitude about this part of their history, both proud
of the heritage of fierce warriors and feeling that it is part of their dark,
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unenlightened, pre-Christian past. It is significant, however, that they
chose to stage the warrior’s dance as part of the ceremony legitimizing
their new municipal government.

The entertainment also included church-choir singing and the Den-
pei church-sponsored brass band. The performances at the Mwoakilloa
celebration, then, included Christian and pre-Christian elements, rec-
ognizing both as sources of power for the Mwoakillese community. The
community on the atoll, as opposed to the Mwoakillese on Pohnpei, pre-
sented itself as the main preserver of Mwoakillese heritage through the
dances it presented, particularly the pre-Christian warrior’s dance.
The Mwoakillese on Pohnpei were recognized as part of the greater
Mwoakillese community through their participation in the competitive
prestations of produce and through the choir singing and band, but the
directors and stars of the show were the atoll Mwoakillese.

Performance of Yapese Dances at the Signing of a Foreign-Aid
Agreement between Yap State and Japan (September 1986)

Yap State, which includes the four connected islands of Yap proper as
well as outlying atolls, is considered to be the most traditionally ori-
ented of all the FSM states, both by Yapese and other Micronesians.
There is truth to this assertion, as the Yapese have not gotten caught up
in the same wave of municipal constitution-writing fever that has
gripped Pohnpei and Kosrae (Chuuk will probably also have municipal
constitutional conventions soon; it got a late start due to delay in ratify-
ing a state constitution). However, operation of the Yap proper polity
changed significantly during the colonial period: villages and village
alliances used to be the most salient units of Yap-wide politics, but
municipalities rather than individual villages are now becoming more
important as units of political organization. The three most highly
ranked municipalities of Yap--Tamil, Rull, and Gagil--together pro-
vide the tripod that “supports” Yap proper.

The Japanese consul present on Yap to sign an agreement for a US$4-
million, Japanese-funded fisheries project requested a performance of
Yapese dance. Three groups performed, one each from Gagil, Rull, and
Tamil. Young boys from Tamil did a gaslaw (love dance); formerly these
dances were practiced by young men in private, and girls were not sup-
posed to watch, although they did try to sneak glances through the
bushes. The sexual aspects of gaslaw were “defused” somewhat in this
performance by the fact that most of the boys were very young, from
age four to young teens: the boys’ pelvic thrusts amused the audience.
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The audience was mainly Yapese, except for the Japanese consul for
whom the performance was staged.

The Gagil group were women, including the wife of the speaker of
the Yap State Legislature, who performed a par u buut (sitting dance).
Most of the dance was performed seated, using head, arm, and torso
movements; the final portion, though, was done standing. The dancers
chanted; the dance began not with a unison chant, but with one dancer
beginning the chant and others joining in in turn so that the sound
swept from the middle to the ends of the line of dancers. and then from
one side of the line to the other, The effect was quite spectacular; this
was the most technically demanding performance | saw while in the
Federated States of Micronesia. | was told that the par u buut are
among the most difficult dances in the Yapese repertoire to perform.

The group from Rull, another women’s group, performed a gamel
(bamboo-stick dance); this is similar to the stick dances found in Chuuk
and the atolls east of Yap, with the dancers hitting each others’ sticks in
rhythmic patterns, using shifting formations. The Yapese use more hip
motion in these dances than | have seen elsewhere in Micronesia.

The dances were performed in the contemporary version of Yapese
traditional costume, with the bare-breasted women wearing thick
hibiscus-fiber skirts dyed in brightly colored stripes, with extra layers
cut short over the hips to accentuate the movement. The boys were in
traditional thu (loincloths). Necklaces, armbands, and headdresses
were fashioned of coconut leaves and flowers. The dancers also had
body and facial painting; | was told that turmeric was traditionally
used but now people use commercially available cosmetics (sometimes
glitter as well).

The older people in the family | stayed with on Maap gave me a list of
genres of Yapese dance that included five other genres in addition to the
three listed above. The contexts for performing these dances have
changed. Formerly, dances were performed at miitmiit traditional
exchanges or at the completion of men’s houses. All the traditional per-
formance contexts they told me about involved competition between
linked pairs of villages--one group from each village would compete,
both performing an example of the same genre. Now the dances are
rehearsed for Yap-wide celebrations such as Yap Day (March 1) or
United Nations Day, and the dancing groups can represent a municipal-
ity (as in the performance for the consul) as well as a village. Thus, the
dances now support the notion of a Yap-wide community in contrast to
the former emphasis on the village.
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FSM Presidential Inauguration, Kolonia, Pohnpei (May 1987)

A celebration that took place in an atmosphere of tension and uncer-
tainty, this inauguration represented the first shift of the FSM presi-
dency.

The president is elected by the FSM Congress from among the four
statewide, four-year-term senators, one from each state.” Tosiwo Naka-
yama of Chuuk, the first president of the Federated States of Microne-
sia, had held the office for two terms, the first eight years of the FSM
constitutional government, 1979-1987. Uncertainty about who would
succeed him as president added to the uncertainty that had surrounded
the implementation of the Compact of Free Association between the
United States and the Federated States of Micronesia. The FSM
national government designated FSM Independence Day as 3 Novem-
ber 1986, but the U.S. decision at that time not to seek approval of the
termination of its U.N. trusteeship for the Federated States and the
Marshalls from the Security Council made the acceptance of FSM sover-
eignty by other Pacific nations problematic.® FSM national officials had
talked some about an independence celebration, but no one had seemed
to be able to plan far enough ahead.

Shortly thereafter, in March 1987, voters from each state elected their
four-year-term senator. Many Pohnpeian voters felt that the president
to succeed Nakayama should come from Pohnpei. However, the man
who won the four-year seat from Pohnpei was not perceived to be popu-
lar with other senators. By May, when the new FSM Congress convened
to elect the president, tensions on Pohnpei ran high. Threats from angry
Pohnpeians, though, did not deter the FSM Congress from electing John
Haglelgam of Yap State as president. In the week between Haglelgam’s
election by the Congress and his public inauguration (on Pohnpei
Island), there were several (thwarted) attempts to burn down the inau-
guration stand.

At the inauguration celebration for Haglelgam, two groups per-
formed: the aforementioned “Island Girls” from Kolonia Town, Pohn-
pei, performing airport art-style dances, and a group of young Yapese
and Yap outer-island students from the Community College of Microne-
sia, male and female, who performed bamboo-stick dances, like the
gamel‘ described above. (On Yap proper | was told that the more recent
maas, marching dances, are the only genre of dance that men and
women can perform together.) No traditional or even marching-style
Pohnpeian dances were performed.
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Dignitaries representing the United States, Japan, and Korea at-
tended the inauguration, as well as representatives from the four FSM
states and neighboring island territories. The inauguration stand was
decorated with paintings of symbols of the four states: Yapese stone
money, Pohnpeian kava, Chuukese chiefs’ masks, and the ‘Sleeping
Lady” of Kosrae, a mountain formation that looks like two breasts. The
dance performances made a much weaker statement about FSM unity,
however, than did those paintings. The airport art dances conveyed a
sense of the FSM’s share in a Pacific identity but little sense of connec-
tion with Micronesian heritages.

“Unity Dance” at Independence Day and Dedication Ceremonies,
FSM Capitol Complex at Palikir, Pohnpei (November 1989)

The performances at the 1987 inauguration should be contrasted to the
two-day celebration held 3-4 November 1989 to mark the opening of
the new FSM capitol in Palikir, Pohnpei, and the third anniversary of
FSM Independence Day. The 1989 “Independence Day and Dedication
Ceremonies” (the title on the program) at the new FSM capitol complex
in Palikir was the first large-scale public celebration of FSM Indepen-
dence Day. And large scale it was, with many foreign dignitaries in
attendance; by that date, thirteen nations had recognized FSM sover-
eignty and many sent representatives. Government officials and tradi-
tional leaders from all four states joined national officials in a program
that included speeches, singing performances, and approximately fif-
teen dance performances, presented by groups from U, Kitti, and Pali-
kir (Pohnpei Island); Sapwuahfik and Pingelap atolls (Pohnpei State);
Kuttu, Pwuluwat, Ettal, and Namoluk atolls (Chuuk State); Tamil and
Rull (Yap); and Kosrae. These performances provided a way for ordi-
nary FSM citizens to actively participate in the celebration and not just
be a passive audience. For the non-Pohnpeian participants the occasion
provided an opportunity to travel to Pohnpei and see the new capital for
themselves. An FSM official originally from the Mortlock Islands of
Chuuk, who was one of the key organizers of the event, told me in 1990
that he felt that many participants in the event, particularly the
Chuukese he spoke with, had been deeply moved by the event and had
experienced an increased sense that the FSM government is their own.
Of the dances, one of the most intriguing from the perspective of the
politics of community was presented by a group of FSM government
officials from Yap State who performed a chant and dance listed on the
program as “Unity Dance, National Government.” The officials, from
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both Yap proper and the outer islands of Yap State, were joined in the
all-male performance by young men and boys from the Yapese commu-
nity on Pohnpei. Yapese live on Pohnpei because they are working for
the FSM government or going to school or are with family who are
doing so. They have a men’s group and a women’s group who meet reg-
ularly and plan communal activities. They brought a dance master,
Goofalan of Maap, from Yap to Pohnpei to compose a chant and dance
specifically for this occasion and teach it to them.

Unlike the other performances, which were presented with little
explanation, former Yap State Governor John Mangefel introduced the
dance. The transcription of his speech introducing “The Unity Dance”
follows (given in English, transcribed from FSM Public Information
Office videotape; small portions marked by parentheses were inaudible
due to background noise):

This dance is newly composed, composed by an old man
from Yap and it’s based on what happened in World War 1l and
on forward to times when we had a good agreement with the
United States and word was spread and all the states look at it,
read it, discuss it, and like it and finally, they say it’'s good. And
then finally, they sign it. (. . .)

It also describes the majestic mountains of Ponape, people of
Ponape, and things about Ponape in there, it describes the
island--if you know how to speak Yapese you will understand;
but we can always translate later if you wish. (. . .)

[The dance refers to a story] about a great navigator who was
supposed to have come from Heaven and sailed throughout the
area and finally he settled down in a place called Mal. Mal
is the name of this island in the Yap language. We think
Nan Madol is the navigator’s house. He describes the house
made of stone and describes that from his own yard he can
catch tuna and all kind of things. We say that’s the house of that
navigator.

And so we (. . .) [describe] the sailing of each canoe, to
our sailing now of President, Speaker, Vice President and
Speaker, (. . .)

So much for the description of the dance. It’s our custom that
before we perform a dance we pay respects to the leaders of the
place we are performing that dance so (. . .) we are going to
pay our respects to the national government and to the four
states (. . .)
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The dance performance followed, beginning with the men seated and
chanting and continuing into a standing dance, with the dancers ges-
turing with their arms and hands and stepping in unison while continu-
ing to chant. The men and boys wore coconut-frond armbands and
necklaces and flower headdresses. The old-style Yapese loincloth, which
bares much of the buttocks and includes a bundle of hibiscus fibers
brought between the legs to the waistband, with the ends left hanging
down in front of the pelvis where they sway with the motion of the
dancer (although the pelvic thrusts were not as pronounced as in
gaslaw), provoked some amusement in the audience, more used to see-
ing its government officials in suits than in that sort of costume.

In speaking to Yapese about this dance | found out that Mangefel’s
explanation was only part of the story. The passages he referred to are
indeed in the chant, but it also includes some asides directed at the
Yapese audience. Willy Gorongfel, the FSM Congress public informa-
tion officer, has been working on an English translation of the text of the
chant that he shared with me.

The Yapese title of the dance is “Palkir U Mal,” which does not mean
“Unity Dance.” Mal, as Mangefel said, is the name used in the old
Yapese chants for Pohnpei, u is “in”; Palikir is the Pohnpeian word for
the area where the new capital is, but palkir in Yapese, Gorongfel said,
means something like “sliding back,” with the connotation of dissipa-
tion. So the title is a pun, meaning “Palikir in Pohnpei,” referring to the
place and occasion for which the dance was composed--the dedication
of the new capitol complex, and also “Sliding Back in Pohnpei,” refer-
ring to the behavior of the young Yapese men who come to Pohnpei to
work and find other things to do besides work. The beginning of the
chant is a very poetic and profound commentary on World War 1l and
the changes it brought to Yap and the rest of Micronesia, but later in the
chant there is a line that translates: “The six-pack--the food of Mal.”

This dance performance, then, is a particularly striking example of
polysemy; its officially proclaimed meaning was concurrent with other
meanings accessible only to the performers and a few audience mem-
bers. This example demonstrates the connections between polysemy,
multiple audiences, and multiple communities. The message of FSM
unity and support for the legitimacy of the national government was
conveyed through the publicly announced gloss on the dance, together
with its tangibly perceivable nonverbal aspects: here was a group of
government officials who had obviously spent much effort in rehearsal
and costuming in order to entertain an audience that included not only
foreign and FSM dignitaries, but the many inhabitants of Pohnpei who
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attended this public event. The Yapese in the audience received this
message, but they received others as well, in-jokes poking fun at the
behavior of their own young men and perhaps at Pohnpei society.

Performers and Audiences: Multiple Interpretations
and Multiple Levels of Community

In the same way as the “Unity Dance,” the other performances outlined
above mean different things to the audiences corresponding to different
levels of community. Furthermore, the composers and directors of these
performances know that (at least at some level of consciousness, though
they may not always be able to talk about the processes of artistic con-
struction) and send several messages at the same time directed at these
various audiences. The Ngatikese performers performing wen en Pohn-
pei representing a particular section of the islet in the dance competition
were trying to show the competence and skill of their section to the
other Ngatikese, and at the same time demonstrating to the Pohnpeians
the skill of Ngatikese in general at wen en Pohnpei. And as participants
in the performances taken as a whole they were demonstrating to all of
Pohnpei State and the Federated States of Micronesia, and to them-
selves as well, the viability of Sapwuahfik as a political community, a
community capable of coordinating and hosting a major event.

Life isn’t all politics, and neither is dance; at a level below commu-
nity identity, individuals may have their own agenda in mind while per-
forming. Throughout Micronesia, performers put coconut oil on their
skin because gleaming, smooth skin is attractive, particularly to mem-
bers of the opposite gender. | am reminded of a man originally from
Mwoakilloa, speaking of his participation in the dance performance
that was filmed by the Smithsonian after the war: in the film, he said,
you can see a young girl enthusiastically clapping--that girl was later to
become his wife. Sometimes, to the performer, it’s an audience of one
that really matters.

We can connect the relations between multiple audiences and multi-
ple meanings to Roland Barthes’s notion of “readerly texts” that are
“galaxies of signifiers” with no one authorized interpretation (1974:5;
see also Schwimmer 1990:9); just as, for a written text, there are as
many interpretations as there are readers, for a performance there are
as many interpretations as there are audiences. Audiences, and hence
interpretations, are not always neatly separable. As an individual may
be a member of more than one audience at once, equating here audi-
ence with encompassing/Zencompassed community (he/she may be a
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Yapese and an FSM citizen; a Ngatik section member, a Ngatikese, and
a citizen of Pohnpei State), he/she can hold several interpretations, rec-
ognize several levels of meaning, at the same time.

A further complication of polysemy is that heterogeneous elements in
the work itself can contribute to it. Bakhtin used the term “heteroglos-
sia” to describe the multiple styles, registers, and points of view found in
the modern novel (1981; see also Duranti’s essay in this volume). In
Micronesian dance performances, dancing and chanting together form
a kind of heteroglossia--esoteric or unfamiliar language used in a chant
is one sort of register, physical appearance and movement is another.
These produce differences in accessibility of meanings to different
audiences.

The audience/performing-group relation models the relationship
between encompassing community/encompassed community*: the per-
formers, in gauging the effects of their performance and striving for bet-
ter ones, attempt to look at themselves through the eyes of the audi-
ence(s) and thus become joined in a larger community with their
audience.

The political implications of the performer/audience relation, how-
ever, depend on culturally specific assumptions about the nature of this
relationship (on spectatorship and “end-linkage,” see Bateson 1972:100-
103, 155-156). Performing can be regarded as submissive, as something
one does in order to please or placate a dominant audience, like a slave
dancing for her master or like Scheherazade weaving her tales to keep
her head on her shoulders. Contrarily, performing can be perceived as a
dominating activity, with performers full of pride and power parading
before a respectful and maybe even cowed audience. In characterizing
Pohnpeian dances as “defiant,” Glenn Petersen has hit on something
apparently true of Micronesia in general: that Micronesians tradition-
ally see dance performers in a dominant rather than submissive relation
to their audience. This is evident in the traditions of warrior dances,
found throughout Micronesia; in the stick dances, which develop physi-
cal skills useful in fighting; in the uses of dance in nonmilitary competi-
tion, as in miitmiit in Yap and the competition between sections of Sap-
wuahfik described above.

There is a genre of Yapese dance called tayoer, usually translated as
“begging dance”: now rare, tayoer were formerly performed at miitmiit
ceremonial exchanges between pairs of villages. Through chant and
dance, the dancers of one village would ask the other village for specific
items. Goofalan and his wife taught me an example from a miitmiit
held about 1918, in which the little girls who performed the tayoer
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asked the men of the other village for ten bottles of liquor for each of
their fathers. They received ten cases of liquor (forty-eight bottles each,
with extra bottles on top); members of the village receiving the request
had sent a messenger to watch the rehearsals (apparently a common
tactic) of the other village so that they would be prepared to fulfill the
request and not be shamed.

Although our own notions of “begging” might lead us to construe the
“begging” performers’ role as submissive and inferior, this kind of “beg-
ging” is more like “demanding,” and thus supports rather than contra-
dicts the thesis that Micronesian dance is traditionally defiant or asser-
tive rather than placating or submissive. The performers, not the
audience, had the greatest control over the exchange and its implica-
tions for the respective prestige of the villages; the village on the receiv-
ing end of the tayoer had the most to lose if it could not meet the
request, which is why it needed to send a messenger to the rehearsals.

I saw (and participated in) other examples of dance as assertive com-
petition at Pohnpeian feasts and family kava gatherings: sometimes
women dance to the tehnpel, the rapid and syncopated percussive hit-
ting of the stones used to pound kava against a basalt slab base that
occurs at the end of ceremonial kava pounding. A woman, usually a
mature woman rather than a teenager, will stand up and dance, heavily
accenting her hip motions. Then some people in the audience yell,
“Siail Siai!” (Compete!) in an effort to encourage other women to get
up and shake their hips--“dueling hips” rather than *“dueling banjos.”
This also happens in the processionals that end lehp-style dances, these
days often performed to electronic keyboard music played as the danc-
ers march out in a line, with the female dancers turning from side to
side and dropping their hips on the accented beats. Sometimes one
woman will begin exaggerating her hip movements and to cries of
“Siai!” other women will follow suit. Occasionally men join in as well,
in a self-parodying and burlesque style.

In reflecting on the bravura of these Pohnpeian women and the audi-
ence responses to their challenging hip-dancing--in contrast to the very
different emotional ambiance surrounding airport art-style, pseudo-
Polynesian dance performances--1 have come to understand what |
find disquieting about the political implications of the latter. The rela-
tion between audience and performer in Pacific tourist-oriented perfor-
mances, modeled on Western ideas of compliant native women per-
forming for powerful colonialist men, is the opposite of the Micronesian
traditional view of the performer as dominant. (That doesn’t mean, of
course, that Pacific Island women can’t co-opt the Western model to
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