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Pacific Alternatives: Cultural Politics
in Contemporary Oceania, edited by
Edvard Hviding and Geoffrey White.
Herefordshire, uk: Sean Kingston
Publishing, 20135. 1SBN cloth 978-
1-907774-38-65 ISBN paper 978-1-
907774-87-4; X + 285 pages, illustra-
tions, maps. Cloth, us$1o0.00;
paper, Us$40.00.

The unique history of Oceanic mobil-
ity comes from the richness of human-
ity—a far-reaching, interconnected leg-
acy of communication and worldviews
over deep time. Together, the contribu-
tors to Pacific Alternatives: Cultural
Politics in Contemporary Oceania
suggest that despite the enduring
attention to state-centered academic
research about Pacific Islands and the
challenges facing Pacific communities
in the ever-intensifying era of global-
ization, there is an alternative path to
the future for Pacific peoples and the
world, found in the region’s cultural
heritage. Pacific Alternatives invites
readers to pay attention to ordinary
community members, unpacking the
sociocultural dynamics that academic
and consultancy experts tend to over-
look or misinterpret and bringing into
view an Indigenous discourse of the
alternative. The book covers a wide
variety of topics, including everyday
minutiae, ontology, and community
cosmologies, and works to reveal the
local intersections of cultural heritage
and state policy.

Pacific Alternatives is divided into
three sections over ten chapters. The
first section, “States and Cultural
Policies,” begins by illuminating the
need for local, national, and global
dialogue and questions how scholars
can re-center their dialogic focus on
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more localized political forms and
perspectives through attention to
collectively shared cultural heritages.
Anyone interested in revisiting the
invention of tradition discussion will
find a number of extremely useful and
stimulating currents cutting across this
section. In chapter one, Rosita Henry
illustrates how festivals not only pro-
vide Torres Strait communities with
opportunities for social effervescence
and the refreshing of relationships but
also serve as potent sites of decolonial
agency, empowering grassroots Yolngu
leaders to act as diplomats on behalf
of their people, thus transcending
contemporary state-to-Indigenous-
community relations. Chapters two
and three explore cultural heritage

as a powerful agent of change in and
beyond Oceania. Cultural heritage, the
authors note, remains one of the most
critical and dynamic identity processes
across the region. Both chapters shed
light on the problem of disjuncture
between state-centered policy and
local and nongovernmental initiatives.
As White argues, “cultural practices
are rooted in highly local(izing) oral
culture,” but the government “often
fails to gain traction at the local level
for reasons that might be expected”
(88). The argument is focalized in the
concept of “bricolage,” reflecting the
“roles and relations in which persons
who occupy bureaucratic positions use
the imprimatur of institutional spon-
sorship to organize activities that suit
local purposes” (85). Chapter three
further opens up a rich narrative for
reflecting on how relations between
governmental, nongovernmental, and
other local agents are being reframed
by cultural leaders who agentively
draw on funding and support from
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“outside” to revitalize cultural
heritage programs.

The second section, “The Cultural
Politics of Land and Sea,” asks the
reader to think beyond national,
ethnic, and class borders—and beyond
the sometimes arbitrary geographic
boundaries of “subregions”—to
reflect on the interconnectivity of
local communities and environments
and to reimagine, reconfigure, and
redefine social life as composed of
more-than-human relationships. For
instance, Edvard Hviding writes about
seascapes as places “where signs of
cultural continuity are under and
above water, for those whose local
knowledge enables them to see” (129).
Indeed, if we see the underwater
knowledge, we will better understand
our dynamic space for contemplat-
ing Oceania from the standpoint of
Indigenous cultures. In chapter four,
Vilsoni Hereniko engages with every-
day Rotuman visions to refresh old
ways of thinking and advocacy. He
begins with a Rotuman proverb, “The
land has eyes, the land has teeth, and
knows the truth” (95), which serves
as a central argument of the chap-
ter and of the Rotuman worldview.
Describing his journey as a filmmaker
and underlining Rotumans’ rooted,
woven relationships with land and
the natural world Hereniko goes on
to discuss the concept of gifted land,
which transforms our understanding
of the dominant capitalist view of land
tenure. Rotumans respect resources as
both deities and kin, and they define
resource use and landownership based
on caretaking and responsibility
informed by ancestral values. The fifth
chapter introduces a richly detailed
account from the western Solomons
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to demonstrate yet another alterna-
tive, dynamic, and integrated vision
of and worldview for Oceania. Here,
Solomon Islanders’ vibrant, connective
turn toward the sea as a “sea of social
linkages established through abduc-
tions, alliances, and marriage, past and
present” stands in stark contrast to
exploitative capital and development
projects and the alienating nature of
global extraction corporations (30).
The final section, “Heritage as
Political Discourse,” develops the
collection’s overall conversation on
identity formation and cultural heri-
tage. Cultural heritage as a founda-
tion for identity and its corresponding
politics are argued to be no less salient
for most Islanders than place of origin,
language, or nation. Taken together,
the authors of these chapters suggest
that cultural heritage frequently rep-
resents postcolonial, antihegemonic
movements that are grounded in con-
temporary customs, realities, and cul-
tural identities while simultaneously
championing broader regional identi-
ties and unifying concerns. Cultural
heritage speaks to regional histories
prior to Western colonialization and
contemporary relationships to deep
time, and it highlights the presence
of authorities higher than colonial
powers or contemporary states. In
chapter seven, Haidy Geismar fosters
senses of connection, exchange, and
mixing in a ni-Vanuatu ambivalent
aesthetic about life in town, exposing
the critical tension between the desire
to generate aesthetics in everyday life
in Port Vila and the hope to “engen-
der a critical commentary about
the process of rapid urbanization
that the small city has experienced”
(206). Chapter eleven approaches
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issues of representation, including
discussions of the historical forma-
tion of a unified Melanesian identity
and how contemporary Melanesians
empower themselves. As Tarcisius
Kabutaulaka expresses, “they have
captured the colonizer’s weapon and
used it for self-empowerment, creat-
ing a new breed of natives who are
neither noble nor ignoble; they are the
‘alter-natives’” (262). This powerful
statement echoes and contributes to
contemporary discussions of the self-
determination rationale in the Pacific.
The volume’s remaining four chapters
further engage with the dynamic ten-
sions around cultural identity within
local communities. Different from the
bureaucratic, business, religious, and
global tourists’ perspectives that too
often frame Oceania’s communities, a
distinct vision of an alternate path to
the future emerges, found in the strong
cultural identities, lives, and realities
that make Pacific Islanders capable

of engaging with the ever-increasing
impacts of the world.

Throughout the collection, the
dominant theme is that of illuminat-
ing Pacific alternatives through close
attention to local voices, without
whom it would be impossible for
us to see these Pacific perspectives.
The book reenvisions local-national-
global relationships in a way that
strikingly departs from the standard
development calculus that equates a
strong nation-state with a centralized
national culture. Hviding and White
and their coauthors brilliantly illus-
trate, often in active engagement with
the communities in which they work,
that cultural heritage can be a political
innovation in developing distinctive
Pacific alternatives with implications
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for community governance, the man-
agement of land and sea resources,
and the futures of Pacific states and
their peoples.
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What do a middle-aged Australian
surfer, a capacity builder fluent in
bankspeak, and a tourist-scientist
interested in “discovery” all have in
common? In Dispossession and the
Environment: Rhetoric and Inequal-
ity in Papua New Guinea, Paige West
argues that these sorts of positionali-
ties are capitalist and assist in per-
petuating rhetorical and physical acts
of dispossession against Papua New
Guinean (PNG) individuals and com-
munities. West’s multisited analysis
of rhetoric situates dispossession
temporally, in terms of autochthonous
imaginings of PNG communities as
beyond and before; spatially, in tour-
ism, development, and conservation-
mediated landscapes; and personally,
in the stories and articulations of
dispossession provided by research
partners. This work extends our
recognition of the implications of
Western ontology and epistemology
on PNG people and places while also



