Book and Media Reviews

The Contemporary Pacific, Volume 34, Number 1, 227-247
© 2022 by University of Hawai‘i Press

227



BOOK AND MEDIA REVIEWS

Such messaging is both necessarily
encouraging and eminently useful for
intellectuals employing decolonial
methodologies—particularly those

in settler-colonial contexts—and all

those who seek a decolonized Hawai‘i.

To recognize the weakness of white
supremacy and its formations means
to acknowledge the strength of all

it attempted to oppress, including
Indigenous ways of knowing, living,
and relating to the land and each
other. It means to see Kanaka ‘Oiwi
maht (a third gender with culturally
defined spiritual and social roles in
Hawai‘i) Sammy Amalu’s million-
dollar prank involving a false invest-
ment deal not as a failed business but
as a window into an alternative future
in which ‘aina (land) is not property

but rather that which feeds (166-167).

It means supporting Kanaka ‘Oiwi
farmers on Maui as they work to
redirect waterways away from resorts
to their farms, where they once
flowed, in order to decrease Hawai‘i’s
overreliance on imported food
(190-193). Ultimately, as Saranillio
demonstrates, recognizing alterna-
tive histories that reject the strength
of white supremacy and capitalism
makes room for our imagination

to grow beyond the bounds of the
unsustainable empire, allowing
Indigenous knowledge and the land
itself to guide our futures.

SHANNON POMAIKA‘I

HENNESSEY
University of Hawai‘i-Manoa
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Balancing the Tides: Marine Practices
in American Samoa, by JoAnna
Poblete. The Sustainable History
Monograph Pilot. Honolulu: Univer-
sity of Hawai‘i Press, 2020.

1SBN cloth, 9780824879686;

ISBN paper, 9780824883515;

XV + 197 pages, maps, photographs,
graphs, notes, selected bibliography,
index. Cloth, us$68.00; paper,
Us$28.00.

In Balancing the Tides: Marine Prac-
tices in American Samoa, historian
JoAnna Poblete continues her work
on US colonial experiences by tracing
the effects of American colonization
on the evolution of Indigenous marine
relations. US administrative oversight
of American Samoa rests with the
Department of the Interior, making
federal marine policies a fitting entry
point to examine the history of colo-
nial relations. Combining primary
interview data with peer reviewed
studies, agency reports, and local news
media, Poblete builds a rich historical
account of successful and problematic
marine resource use to inform the
public, scholars, and policymakers
alike.

The book examines four marine-
related policies: fishing regulations,
minimum wage standards, marine
sanctuary development, and federal
grant support. While policy and
practice are the foundations for each
chapter, Poblete explains the ecologi-
cal, cultural, political, and economic
impacts of US government decisions.
She proposes bioregionalism as a
conceptual lens to acknowledge the
history and complexity of human and
environmental relations that are par-
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ticular to regions with both colonial
legacies and indigenous practices (17).
Rather than conducting an evalua-
tion of policy effectiveness, Poblete
explores more broadly how policy
changes created specific tensions

and trajectories within the American
Samoan bioregion. Her case studies
call for a revision of American (and,
more generally, Western) conservation
strategies, arguing that “perhaps the
labor and green movement, as well as
pro-ecology programs, are not univer-
sally helpful, ethical, or just” (139).

In the introduction, Poblete pro-
vides a brief history of colonialism in
American Samoa, noting the unique
relationship whereby the United States
has honored the Samoan fa‘amatai, or
traditional chiefly system of gover-
nance. Poblete brings Samoan con-
cepts such as va, which refers to the
order of social relations, into con-
versation with American policies to
illuminate differences between US and
Samoan social and political systems
and the effects of recognizing these
differences through flexible policy
implementation.

Chapter 1 details the development
of commercial fishing regulations for
small-scale alia (catamaran) bottom-
fishing vessels and longline fishing
vessels. Wage labor became part of
American Samoan life after World
War II through the introduction of
industrial commercial fishing. The US
government supported the introduc-
tion of new fishing and aquaculture
techniques beginning in 1961. Pro-
grams were developed in the T1970s
under the Dory Project to provide boat
facilities and credit for local fishers to
buy vessels and gear with the goal of
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building the commercial fishery, but
gear expansions and lack of mainte-
nance halted such growth. Addition-
ally, Poblete explains the role of the
Western Pacific Regional Management
Council in spatially managing com-
mercial fisheries through the Large
Vessel Prohibited Area. She highlights
issues of data validity across Western
and non-Western management sys-
tems and the influence of economic
principles in US fishery management
policies. Poblete criticizes Western
fishery management methods, which
have failed to prevent overfishing in
approximately 33 percent of stocks
worldwide (44). As a remedy, she
suggests looking to Indigenous marine
management practices in American
Samoa that value bycatch and allow
prohibitions when resources are in
need of recovery (45).

In the second chapter Poblete
provides a historical look at the
tuna canning business that reveals
a complicated aspect of minimum
wage standards. Canneries, including
corporations like StarKist and Chicken
of the Sea, which were attracted to
tax credits and tariff relief, have been
a dominant facet of the tuna industry
in American Samoa for decades.
The political status of American
Samoa as an unincorporated territory
resulted in “domestic” classification
for products while avoiding national
labor regulations like minimum wage.
Some American Samoans voiced
concern that they would be exploited
without wage standards, but federally
imposed wage hikes forced canner-
ies to lay off workers or close down.
Acknowledging that Indigenous voices
are not homogenous, Poblete includes
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an array of local perspectives on this
issue. Politicians on the continental US
turned the failure of minimum wage
policy into a partisan issue, whereas
Poblete explains that “imposing West-
ern criteria on this region ignores the
reality of native lifestyles” in a place
where financial obligations like rent
are almost nonexistent and the value
of a stable job trumps the appeal of
growing paychecks (70).

In chapter 3, Poblete discusses
national marine sanctuary develop-
ment, which has “devolved from a
collaborative decision-making process
to a detached bureaucratized and
dispossessive procedure disdained by
many in the local community” (85).
Her analysis identifies compatibility
problems, such as that between the
federal government’s speedy public
comment process and slower tradi-
tional methods of circulating informa-
tion and building consensus within
villages. She critiques federal practices
that value adherence to regulatory
protocols over establishing village
agreement. Poblete again engages with
diverse perspectives from American
Samoa to explore how support for the
National Marine Sanctuary system in
the 1980s has shifted over time and
how environmental protection affects
local relations and access to valuable
marine resources.

The final case study in chapter 4
examines the influence of US grants on
American Samoan government ocean
programs, specifically on data collec-
tion for local fishing practices and the
Community-Based Fisheries Manage-
ment Program (cBFMP). Federal grants
rely on statistical data to justify the
distribution of funds, but this type of
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data collection reifies Western ideas
of effective resource management

and has been challenging to integrate
into American Samoan management
practices. The CBEMP is jointly run by
villages and incorporates local knowl-
edge into marine coastal management;
however, only a few villages have
established partnerships. As Poblete
explains, Indigenous and federal
conservation regulations sometimes
conflict. The Western emphasis on
numerical data and complicated,
English-only grant applications creates
instability in federally funded marine
programs.

Poblete’s case studies make three
significant contributions to Pacific-
American scholarship. First, Poblete
demonstrates how the peripheral and
variable political status of American
Samoa allows the recognition of tra-
ditional systems and opportunities for
integrated governance. While Hawai‘i,
Puerto Rico, Gudhan (Guam), and
the Philippines have all been aggres-
sively transformed through American
colonial relations, American Samoa
is a testament that alternative gov-
ernance arrangements are possible.
Second, Poblete shows how operating
under a broad federal agenda makes
these traditional systems vulnerable to
national politics, effectively modifying
Indigenous practices and relations.

As these practices change and create
changes in the social, cultural, eco-
nomic, and environmental fabric of
American Samoa, American Samoan
perspectives on US policies diversify.
Finally, Poblete highlights a range

of American Samoan perspectives to
counter the essentializing narrative of
unified Indigenous ideals. Poblete’s
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attention to non-Western ocean and secondary data makes the book
management practices is timely and a valuable resource for the fields of
contributes to conversations about environmental history, Pacific studies,
the future of marine ecosystems that and marine governance.

seek novel solutions to global sustain- MICHELLE HARANGODY

ability and human rights crises. The
breadth of the case studies Poblete
has assembled using detailed primary £ % %
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