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SPECIAL CONFERENCE EDITION 

DEVELOPING AN AGENDA FOR 
PACIFIC ISLANDS STUDIES: 
A REGIONAL APPROACH 
The seventeenth annual Pacific Islands Studies Conference 
was held at the University of Hawai'i at Hilo on 5-7 
November 1992. Sponsored by the Center for Pacific 
Islands Studies, School of Hawaiian, Asian & Pacific 
Studies at the University of Hawai' i at MD:noa; the 
University of Hawai' i at Hilo; the Office of International 
Programs and Services, University ofHawai'i; and AT&T 
Communications Pacific, Inc. , the conference was a 
follow-up to and expansion of the 1991 conference, held on 
the Manoa campus which examined the future of Pacific 
Islands studies in the state of Hawai' i. 

An important aspect of the Hilo conference was the 
attendance by Pacific Islands studies colleagues who 
represented colleges and universities from all over the 
Pacific region. Joining representatives from public and 
private Hawai' i tertiary institutions were people from nine 
overseas institutions: American Samoa Community College, 
Australian National University, National University of 
Samoa, Northern Marianas College, University of 
Canterbury, Universite Fran<;aise du Pacifique, University 
of Guam, University of the South Pacific, and the 
University of Papua New Guinea. In all, over eighty 
participants registered for the conference. 

Beginning with keynote speaker Mltlama Meleisett, 
director of the Macmillan Brown Centre for Pacific Studies 
at the University of Canterbury, Christchurch, New 
Zealand, many speakers noted the growth in Pacific Islands 
studies centers and programs. As Don Rubinstein noted in 
his concluding remarks, "An atmosphere of vibrancy, 
optimism, and hope, as well as a sense of mission, 
characterized the conference. " 

The conference was organized around two main topics: 
teaching and learning in Pacific Islands studies, and 
international exchange and cooperation. These topics were 
explored through a variety of speakers and in plenary and 
small-group sessions and yielded productive discussions 
about program innovations and needs. 

Sitiveni Halapua, director of the Pacific Islands 
Development Program at the East-West Center, noted in his 
remarks at the conclusion of the conference, that it was 
clear, after two days of discussions, that the strength of 
Pacific Islands programs lies in their diversity. He 
proposed that regional efforts be aimed at aiding individual 
programs according to national priorities rather than at 
standardizing a regional approach as suggested by the 
conference title. 

"An atmosphere of vibrancy, optimism, 
and hope, as well as a sense of mission, 
characterized the conference. " 

Don Rubinstein, UOG 

MALAMA MELEISEA URGES 
COOPERATIVE PROGRAMS 
Dr Malama Meleisei, Director, Macmillan Brown Centre 
for Pacific Studies at the University of Canterbury, opened 
the conference with a keynote address entitled "Pacific 
Studies --Which Way Now?" 

After outlining the historical development of Pacific 
Studies, Meleisei said that interest in the Pacific intensified 
between the 1960s and early 1980s, as over a dozen small 
island states gained their independence. Several research 
centers and institutions specializing in Pacific studies were 



' i 

Pacific News from MAnoa 

established in different countries and in association with a 
number of different universities during this period. 

Except for the few centers supported by the metropolitan 
powers, Pacific studies programs are generally 
underfunded. Dr Meleisei suggested that when resources 
are scarce, one strategy might be to have collaborative 
projects, such as the development of a data base of experts 
on different aspects of the Pacific Islands. Also, island 
leaders could spend time in the different centers to upgrade 
their knowledge in areas of key importance to their country 
or region. In tum, their presence will benefit both the 
students and faculty in the host centers. 

Citing the concern for education, a decline in 
agriculture, increased dependency, environmental 
degradation, and continuing health problems, Dr Meleisei 
said that the "Pacific Islands have never been in greater 
need of good ideas and positive directions than they are 
now. " Therefore, the various institutes and centers could 
play a more active role in development-oriented studies. 
But studies of language, culture, politics, and history are 
important as well, and he urged more work in continuing 
this kind of research. He emphasized the need to collect 
more oral histories. 

Dr Meleisei raised the possibility that the end of the 
Cold War could mean a loss of interest in the Pacific 
Islands as a strategically and economically interesting 
region and consequently, a waning of support for Pacific 
studies. He pointed out that in Australia and New Zealand, 
"There has been a boom in Asian studies, while Pacific 
Islands studies struggle to survive ... " 

However, Asian interest in the Pacific Islands is 
increasing. "At present, Asian interest is reminiscent of the 
European powers in the mid-nineteenth century - primarily 
one of exploitative resource extraction." Also, Japan is said 
to be currently the major aid donor to the region. Some 
Asian universities now have courses on the Pacific. 
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Concluding his address, Dr Meleiseli said that the 
Pacific Islands remains a region of considerable geopolitical 
interest, going through a transition from the sphere of Euro
American influence to that of Asian influence. He asked 
what the implications might be for Pacific societies of an 
Asian-controlled Pacific. 

DIVERSITY CHARACTERIZES 
PACIFIC STUDIES CENTERS 
In his keynote address, Dr Meleisei listed the Pacific 
Studies centers and institutes in the region and categorized 
them in terms of their focus: national, sub-regional, 
regional, and Pacific Rim. They are: 

National Focus 
Papua New Guinea National Research Institute, Port 
Moresby, Papua New Guinea. 

Centres for Maori Studies at all the seven university 
campuses throughout New Zealand. 

National museums in Fiji, Belau, Solomon Islands, Papua 
New Guinea, Vanuatu, French Polynesia, New Caledonia, 
American Samoa, Cook Islands, and Western Samoa. 

USP Centers throughout the twelve University of the South 
Pacific member countries. 

Center for Hawaiian Studies, University of Hawai' i at 
Mllnoa. 

Atenesi University, Nuku' alofa, Tonga 

Subregional Focus 

Micronesian Area Research Center (MARC), University of 
Guam (Micronesia). 

Pacific Institute for Education, Research and Culture, 
Auckland, New Zealand (Polynesia). 

The Institute for Polynesian Studies, Brigham Young 
University, Hawai'i Campus, U'ie. 

Universitaire Fran~se du Pacifique, Centers at Noumea, 
New Caledonia and Papeete, French Polynesia. 

Pacific Islands Regional Focus 

Centre for South Pacific Studies, University of New South 
Wales, Sydney, Australia. 

Centre for Pacific Studies, University of Auckland, New 
Zealand. 

Macmillan Brown Centre for Pacific Studies, University of 
Canterbury, Christchurch, New Zealand. 
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Institute for Pacific Studies, University of the South Pacific, 
Suva, Fiji. 

Center for Pacific Island Studies, University of Hawai' i, 
Honolulu. 

Pacific Rim Focus 
(Asia-Pacific Studies) 

Centre for Development Studies, Australian National 
University, Canberra. 

Research School for Pacific Studies, Australian National 
University, Canberra. 

East-West Center, Honolulu. 

HALAPUA, RUBINSTEIN 
SUMMARIZE CONFERENCE 
Sitiveni Halapua, Director of the Pacific Islands 
Development Program, East-West Center and Don 
Rubinstein, from the University of Guam, had the task of 
summarizing the conference at its conclusion. 

Halapua attempted to clarify what was meant by terms 
such as "regional" or "interdisciplinary" approaches and 
how these collaborative methods best work. He reminded 
us that the concept of the interdisciplinary approach was 
discussed at length last year. He said he has come to the 
conclusion that, while this approach is important, "the most 
important actor is the chemistry of the people that you hire 
to do the project-- which is difficult." 

Halapua said that too often collaborative regional efforts 
are perceived in terms of sharing money, and that we need 
to go beyond that and look at it in terms of sharing ideas. 
He reflected on an idea he had heard during the conference, 
that we need to understand each other's differing views. "I 
am sympathetic and understand that point of view but I 
think for a regional approach to move forward, we have to 
explore how to ... build bridges, which is the spirit ofthe 
regional approach. " 

Rubinstein noted several creative and productive 
tensions that characterized the discussions. For example, he 
had heard a number of discussions concerning the tension 
between discipline and area studies, recognizing that many 
people had started off in a discipline and now feel they are 
Pacific area regional specialists. Another tension was a 
more structural one of designing curriculums for Pacific 
Islands studies programs, which involves asking questions 
such as "How do you build a core curriculum and what is 
that core?" This raises a number of issues about alternative 
structures, such as alternative ways of evaluating a student's 
work. 

3 

November-December 1992 

Another tension was that between academia and the 
community. Rubinstein reminded that several of the 
speakers referred to this tension about the involvement of 
academics in the community. He cited presenter Jonathan 
Osorio who said, for example, "It's not a question of 
involvement [with the community, for us, the Hawaiians], 
it's an imperative of involvement." 

A tension between regional and international levels of 
focus was also expressed in the conference. Though 
everyone attending the conference is involved in area 
studies, some in very defined areas, such as Chamorro 
Studies or Micronesian Studies, Rubinstein said there is an 
international direction to this whole effort." 

Concluding his summary, Rubinstein said he found the 
conference "enormously upbeat. In a time of retracting 
budgets, it was invigorating and exhilarating to hear of new 
programs, new centers, and to realize there is a whole new 
generation of students and young professionals and even 
new money." Finally, Rubinstein asked the participants to 
reflect on where they envision Pacific Islands studies will 
be in another twenty years. 

"It's not a question of involvement, it's an 
imperative of involvement. " 

Jonathan Osorio, KCC 

THE FUTURE OF PACIFIC ISLANDS 
STUDIES PROGRAMS 
At the closing session, many ideas were suggested about 
how to keep the interchange flowing. 

In general, a need for some kind of mechanism was 
expressed whereby Pacific Islands studies programs could 
keep in touch with each other, to keep informed about 
developments in their programs, and to share ideas, 
information, contacts, exchange opportunities, and so on. 

Some of the vehicles that were discussed were: 
establishing an association: using existing newsletters, and 
taking advantage of e-mail technology. There was no final 
agreement on what the actual mechanism would be, but for 
the time being, this newsletter will publish announcements 
that have to do with developments in Pacific Islands studies 
programs, or bulletin board items that may be of interest. 

We encourage you to keep in touch with us and with 
each other, and let us know if we can be of further 
assistance to you. The list that follows is a partial list of 
conference participants, who represented programs outside 
Hawai'i. 
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SPECIAL GUESTS: OVERSEAS 
CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS 
Eric Conte 
Universite Fran~ise du Pacifique 
Maitre de Conferences 
Centre Universitaire de Polynesie Fran<;aise 
BP6570FAAA 
Tahiti, Polynesie Fran<;aise 

Stephen Henningham 
Senior Research Fellow 
Research School of Pacific Studies 
Australian National University 
Canberra, ACT 2601, Australia 

The Honourable Fiame Naomi Mata' afa 
Minister of Education 
Government of Western Samoa 
Office of the Minister of Education 
P.O. Box 1869 
Apia, Western Samoa 
and Pro-Chancellor 
National University of Samoa 

MlUama Meleiselt, Director 
Macmillan Brown Centre for Pacific Studies 
Private Bag 4800 
University of Canterbury 
Christchurch, New Zealand 

University of Hawai' i at Manoa 
Center for Pacific Islands Studies 
1890 East-West Road, Moore Hall 215 
Honolulu, Hawai' i 96822 USA 
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Barbara Moir, Director 
Marianas/Pacific Studies Program 
Northern Marianas College 
Box 1250 
Saipan MP, CNMI 96950 

Asesela Ravuvu, Director 
Institute of Pacific Studies 
University of the South Pacific 
Box 1168 
Suva, Fiji 

Donald Rubinstein 
Micronesian Area Research Center 
University of Guam 
UOG Station 
Mangiliio, Guam 96923 

Joseph Sukwianomb 
Vice-Chancellor 
University of Papua New Guinea 
Box 320 
University Station 
Papua New Guinea 

Palauni Tuiasosopo, Director 
Samoan and Pacific Studies Program 
American Samoa Community College 
P.O. Box 2609 
Pago Pago, American Samoa 96799 




