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Kastom in Melan
ROGER M

In Africa. in Asia, the colonial experi-
ence cntailed a systematic _denlgralion of
‘native’ ways, ‘heathen’ religion, and “par-
baric’ customs.  Through Christianil_v and
education in a Wesiern mould, those who
left the villages were led 1o despise the ways
of their ancestors as they left them behind,
The ideology of decolonization has in many
-parts of the Third World taken a5 a central
theme a reversal of this rejection of the
-past. The variations on (hjs theme are
diverse: Black is Beautiful, the romanticiza-
tion of ‘traditional’ village life (as in ideal-
ized views of the pre-British Hindu village
in India), adoption of ‘traditional’ dress by
emergent élites, political yse of old symbols,
and so on.

In Mclanesia colonial domination came
clatively late; and so did decolonization.
The new political élites of Papua New
Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuaty
have been schooleq in the - rhetoric of
African independence Nkrumah, Toure,
Nyerere, Memnii, Fanon, and the rest. 1y jg
scarcely surprising thar the leaders of the
new Melanesia often idealize the pre-colo-
nial past, that they appeal (o nationaljst
sentiment and seek to fashion a positive
sense of identity with rhetoric aboy; The
Melanesian Way. The contemporary yse of
kastom, ‘custom’, as political symbol is in
this sense not unique, and not endogenoys
to Melanesia.

Yert there is MOre to it than thig . more

AN a superficial ‘Mclanesianizing' of the
anticolonial rthetoric of black Africa by
leaders faceq with a similar dilemma of
Creating nationhood oyt of tribaj fragmenta.
tion. The contemporary yses of kastom as
p_o]ilica! symbol have special anthropolo-
8ical interesy. for severg] reasons.

* Departmeny of ,—\mhro,\nlogy, Research
Sch_uol of Pacific Studies, The Australian Natonal
Umvcmly, Canberra.
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First, for some areas at least the yse of
kastom as 5 symbol of the anticolonia;
Struggle has an older history than this
Kastom as political symbol goes back to ar
earlier generation of Melanesian freedon:
fighters who forged their ideologies fron:
sources quite different from those of the
radical students g the University of Papu:
New Guinea and the University of the Soutk
Pacific,

Second, kasionm as Melanesian politica:
symbol  represents significant continuitie.
with other. earlier, modes of anticolonia’
siruggle. The rhetoric, 1the political strate
gies, and indeed the 8oals may have shifte
dramatically in the century since seaboar(
Melanesia ‘was invaded and progressivelx
subjugated; by, there are, I wil argue, signi.
ficant continuities we may fail at firs; i
perceive. That leads, then, to a third poin
of anthropological interest: thar Melanesiar
appeals to kasrom are dis!inclively Melane
sian, however influcnced they may now k.
by exogenans ideologies.

Fourth, the uses of kastom ilustrate
Particularly striking Ways the nature of poli
tical ideologies and the role of abstract sym
bols in them: the extent to which deep con
tradictions can be disguised and denied; th:
diverse uses (g which such abstract symbol-
can be put, to defend old ways or chang.
them radically, to assen national or supra
national unity or Promote regional separat
ism, and so on. Kastom is ap apt ang
powerful svmbol precisely because g car
mean (almost) alf things 10 alf people.

But how, in Melanesia, with all its cul
tural and linguistic diversity, can ‘custom
bs a symbol of unity beyond the boundarie.
of language ang culture that separat.
islands, or more often cut islands into strip
and paiches? Thyy leads to a fifih point o
interest from both historical and anthropo
logicat perspectives. How can peoples witl
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(partly) different cultures and mutually un-
intelligible languages appeal lo a common
Lastom? The pidgin label itself gives us
some clues, since it points us back toward
the decades of plantation jabour in which
a Melanesian counter-culture of survival,
which has never been studied by anthro-
pologists, was created.

Finally, kastom is of special anthropolo-
gical interest because what serves as symbol
is culture itself -— or sO it would scem.
wWhat is the refationship between a culture
as lived and a culture as abstract symbol?
The process of seif-reflexivencss in which
peoples externalize their cullures raises
fascinating questions of cultural theory, as
well as socio-political process.

Let me expand on each of these points.
First, the time depth of kastom as political
symbol can be iustrated with the Malaita
(Solomon Istands) cases discussed in Burt's
paper and in my OWn. Kastom emerged as
a central element in political ideology on
Malaita as carly as 1946, in the formula-
tions of Maasina Rule by ‘Are'are leaders
{Keesing 1978: Laracy 1979). There may
well have been non-Melanesian sources for
some elements of this ideology, but there is
no evidence that the idea of codifying ‘cus-
tom' and presenting an idealized reformula-
tion of indigenous political system and
customary law to the colonial authorities
came from external sources. Contemporary
Solomon Islands leaders appeal to ‘the
Melanesian way’, and have made conces-
sions to customary law and ways in framing
the constitution of their new nation: but the
power of kastorm as political symbol on
Malaita (and other istands that were en-
gaged in Maasina Rule) comes from other,
alder, sources. Simitarly, in Vanuatu the
symbotic importance of kastom on islands
such as Tanna and Pentecost derives from
carlier periods of anticolonial, antichristian
resistance (as with John Frum on Tanna).
To villagers in such areas, kastom derives
its motive power from the often mystical
political cultism of the past, continuing into
the present, even though leaders at national
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and provincial levels, schooled in ideologies
of black nationalism and far removed from
village life, may seck draw on this power
for their own purposes. It is partly because
the views from the village and the viows
from the houses on the hill where the expat-
viate officers uscd to live contrast so sharply
that kastom can mcan such different things
1o different people in contemporary Mela-
nesia.

The older roots of kastom take us back
to an carlier history of anticolonial resist-
ance. One problem in understanding  the
politics of raditionalism in contemporary
Melanesia comes, 1 believe, from a fairly
systematic falure to recognize  the anti-
colonial_political core of many older move-
ments because of the mystical and millena-
rian terms in which they were cast. 1f neo-
traditionalism in Melanesia, in its Vanuatu
or Solomons or Papua New Guinca forms,
is more overtly concerned with political
issues than old ‘cull’ movements were, this
may represent a more realistic engagement
with the powers of governments. colonial
and post-colonial, than was possible thirty
cor fifty or a hundred years ago. but many
of the themes and aspirations being ex-
pressed today have tong histories that go
back to initial acts of armed resistance to
European invasion (Keesing 1978). What
I am suggesting is that it is we, the outside
observers, who have changed, as well as
the Melanesians.  1n our grandparents’,
even our parents’, generalions, ‘the natives’
had no political rights, no sovereignty,
nothing to aspirc to but accommodation to
Western ways and Western domination.
That Melancsians now express their aspira-
uons in a form we can understand reflects
both less mystical idioms on one side and
less recist and colonialist premises on the
other.

Kastom as political symbol in many parts
of village Melanesia, with its mystical over-
tones, represents themes and ideas that are
distinctively Melanesian. I have argued
clsewhers that givea a Melanesian world
view in which the support of ghosts and
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spirits was sought for all worldly ventures,
and in which outcomes of human effort as
well as ‘natural’ cvents were constantly
scanned as cvidence of ‘supernatural’ sup-
port of withholding of support, it was both
appropriate and inevitable that political
resistance of all forms be ‘religious’ in
character and, to the Western cye, mystical
and irrational (Keesing 1978). Where an-
cestrally ordained ways themselves became
a focus of political ideotogy, particularly
in communities resisting Christianity, kastom
was accorded sanctity because of, and
through, the power of ancestors. The power
of ways enjoined by ancestors is greater
than the power of rules created by contem-
porary humans; even though in Melanesia
humans may edit, interpret, alter, or invent
rules as kastom, the rules are accorded
ancestral legitimacy. But even accepting
this, we as obscrvers may be hard pressed
1o understand the value Melanesians on
Malaita or Tanna place on sitting around
endlessly tatking about kastom, (o under-
stand what sustains meetings and com-
munity efforts year after year in the absence
of visible benefits. Whence derives the
sanctity of the thousands of exercise books
on Malaita filled with gencalogies (usually
on biblical lines) and lists of rules, taboos,
shrines, and so on? It is casy forget that
in pre-Christian Melanesia words themselves
had power to change the world — in magic,
in curses (Keesing 1979:31-3), in prayer.
One way to interpret the endless talk, the
interminable meetings, in Maasina Rule and
John Frum and Nagriamel and other move-
ments old and recent, is to say that in objec-
tive circumstances of subjugation, where
there is a total disparity of physical power,
talk is a kind of sublimal political action, 2
displaced mode of resistance. Perhaps: but
the power of words makes it a form of
resistance that in the eyes of participants
changes the world, though in the eyes of
the observer it may change nothing. My
point, illustrated through the papers that
follow, is that the politics and rhetoric of
kastom, like ‘cargo cults’ and other politico-
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religious movements, represcﬁl distinctively
Melanesian creations.

1 have suggested that kastom in contem-
porary Melanesia can illuminate more
general questions about ideologies and poli-
tical symbols. The ways kastom as symbol
disguises  and mediates  contradictions
emerge strikingly in the papers that follow.
people who decades ago abandoned their
ancestral religion and most overt manifesta-
tions of custom profess their adherence to
kastom. Politicians raised in urban settings
and cducated overseas proclaim the virtues
of a kastom: they have never known. Capi-
talists destroy communalism in the name of
kastom. In enclaves where ancestral customs
and religion still govern everyday life, men
may talk one day 2 week about kastom in
ways that radicaily distort everyday reality
(Keesing 1968). Kastom as symbol has a
hypnotic power {0 help people believe, at
least temporarily, they are what in fact
they are not. !

Kastom not only ‘illustrates the process
of mystification; it shows how abstract sym-
bols can derive power precisely because of
their vagueness and vacuity. That urban
sophisticate and mountain pagan can find
meaning in kastom attests 10 the potency of
contentless symbols. The diversity of mean-
ings Melanesians attribute to kastom under-
lines the way such symbols do not carry
meanings: they evoke them. Their very
abstractness and lack of precise content
allow a consensus that would otherwise be
impossible, among peoples whose material
circumstances, class interests, and ethnic
affiliations are different and often deeply
divided. Tonkinson's paper shows vividly
how in contemporary Vanuatu kastom is
something everyonc can share a commil-
ment to because it is vaguely conceived,
undefinable, and open to such diverse con-
structions. The referents of kastom are
hierarchical as well as vague, sO that kastom
can be conceived as dividing or unifying,
can be invoked to proclaim unity (at what-
cver level), or separation. As 2 symbol,
kastom not only hides contradictions but
creates them.
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The contemporary uses of kastom as
ideology are in part a counter to the historic
uses of Christianity as invasive ideology.
Colonial political hegemony and Christian
ideological hegemony have been mutually
reinforcing elements of a single system.
Christianity (particularly in its evangelical
forms) defined what was Melanesian as
violent, taboo-ridden, fraught with danger,
ignorance and superstition. Yet, in reality,
Melanesian cultures institutionalized values
of community, mutual obligation, and ex-
change, kinship obligation, sharing and
caring — the very values Jesus proclaimed
-~ much more pervasively than the societies
from which the European invaders camec.
Yet these values, as Tonkinson shows, have
been co-opted by Christianity, defined as
virtues brought to Melanesia which trans-
formed the old savagery and heathenism
and brought love as well as peace. Kastom
as ideology, in areas long Christian, has
been in part an instrument in a struggle to
reclaim and regain the elements of pre-
colonial cuitures ‘captured’ by Christianity.!

To the student of political ideology, then,
contemporary Melanesian adherence to
kastom. provides fascinating and valuable
case materials.

I have suggested that invocations of
kastom 1o. unite Melanesians divided by
gulfs of language -and culture may be pos-
sible partly because of a heritage of planta-
tion experience, and the linguistic medium
of pidgin, that have built on the underlying
commonalities of culture in eastern Melane-
sia. There is growing evidence that Mela-
nesian Pidgin  was historically  created
largely by spcakers of Eastern Oceanic
Austronesian languages, who in the nine-
teenth century labour trade probed beneath
their own linguistic diversity to find com-
mon underlying grammatical and semantic
structures. (The lexicon and many usages
were of course derived from English and
then-prevailing pidgins.) We know that in
Queenstand, Solomon Islanders and New
Hebrideans collectively sustained a religious
life based on men's houscs, shrines and

]
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sacrifice -— patterns of an ancestral religion,
a common ancient religious heritage (see
Codrington 1896). The shared underlying
paiterns of Oceanic language and culture
on which kasiom as symbol calls, main-
tained for decades in the world of planta-
tion expericnee, hidden from Europeans,
may have more substance than we realize.

Finally, there is special anthropological
interest in kastom because it is culture itself
that serves as symbol. (Anthropologists
themselves often spuriously reify and ideal-
ize cultures into abstract, cohcrent systems.
That Melanesian idcologues construct an
imaginary kastom out of messy realities
should perhaps give us some discomfort.)
What are the circumstances under which a
people can take a suflicient external view of
themselves and their way of fife to see their
culture as a ‘thing’, which they can proclaim
adherence to, or reject? Perhaps it is ouly
the circumstances of colonial invasion,
where peoples have had to come to terms
with their own powerlessness and peri-
pherality, that allow such exiernalization of
culture as symbol. ‘Custom’ as symbol may
idealize and reify the ways of the past, but
it can also allow the reconciliation of con-
tradiction — as with the Kwara'ae des-
cribed by Burt (this volume), who connect
their own ancestral gencalogies to biblical
Israzlites and depict their founding ancestor
as following Old Testament precepts. The
‘custom’ idcologically created may, then, be
a transformation as well as an idealization
of pre-European realities.

At the same time, the image of a Kwara-
‘ae ideologue ingeniously reconciling bibli-
cal teachings and ancestral precepts, invent-
ing myths and codifying commandments,
will serve us well if it reminds us that long
before Furopeans arrived in Pacific waters,
Melanesian ideologues were at work creat-
ing myths, inventing ancestral rules, making
up magical spells, and devising rituals. They
were - cumulatively  creating  ideologies,
which sustained male political ascendancy
and resolved contradictions by depicting
human rules as ancestrally ordained, secret
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knowledge as sacred, the siarus quo  as
cternal. We err, | think, in imagining that
spurious kastom is radically different from
genuine culture, that the ideologues and
ideologies of the post-colonial present had
no counterparts in the pre-colonial past.

NoTes

For helpful suggestions on an earlier draft, [
am indebted to Marie Reay and Bob Tonkinson.

L. On this point, { am indebred 10 Bob Tonkinson.
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politieal structure and the interests of a regional aristocracy in cementing
thetr dommation. Under the banners of Taukel and through the Great
Council of Chicts, the chiefly ideology of Fijian custom has been cele-
brated in and since the coups—used as much to disenfranchise a rising
Fijian middle class as to dispossess the Indo-Fijian majority. Ironically, in
the name of “Fijian custom” Indians are being forced to observe Sabbath
laws,

At the University of the South Pacific and elsewhere, Polynesian schol-
ars and students assert a regional identity based on a pan-Polynesian
culture they supposedly share. Some important elements of this culture
represent particular regional elaborarions within Polynesia, and even mis-
interpretations by Europcan scholars.

In Auvstralia, idealized representations of the pre-European past are
used to proclaim Aboriginal identity and the attachment of indigenous
peoples to the land, and ace being deployed in environmentalist as well as
Aboriginal political struggles. In New Zealand, increasingly powerful and
sweeessful Maori politicai movements incorporate idealized and mythi-
red venstons of a precolonial Golden Age, the mystlcal wisdom of
Aotearoa,

Hawai'i and New Caledonia exhibit further variants on the themes of
Fourth World political struggle, with idealized representations of precolo-
ntal society deployed to asert common identlty and to advance and legiti-
mate poittical demands. In the Hawalian case, o culturel tradition largely
destroyed many decades ago must be reconstituted, reclaimed, revived,
reinvented. A dental that so much has been destroyed and lost is achieved
by political mythology and the sanctification of what survives, however
altered its forms. In New Caledonia, the issues are not simply the desper-
ate struggle for political power and freedom from colonia! oppression, but
also the creation of both common bonds and common cultural idendty
among peoples whose ancestors were deeply divided, culturally and lin-
guistically, into warring tribes speaking mutually unintelligible languages.

SoMmi Treowericar Thiemes

These discourses of cultural identity in the contemporary Pacific, al-
though they depict the precolonial past and claim to produce countercolo-
nial gnages, are in many ways derived from Western ideologies.

»

First, Gramset's general argumant may be illusteated for the Pacific:
|
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counterhegemonic discourse pervasively incorporates the structures, cute-
gorles, and premives of hegemonle discourse, Iy part thls Is because those
-who are dominated internalize the premises and categories of the domi-
_nant; in part, because the discourse of domination creates the objective,
nstitutional realities within which struggles must be fought; and in part,
because it defines the semiology through which cluims to power must be
xpressed. The Manichean conceptual steuctures of missionary discourse
i—dualities of Christian light and heathen darkness, God and the Devil,
‘g0od and evil, white and black—have a continuing impress on Pacific
‘thought, even in countercolonial discourse.

Second, contemporary Third World (and Fourth World) representa-
ons of their own cultures have been shaped by colonial domination and
the perception of Western culture through a less direct reactive process, a
dialectic in which elements of indigenous culture are selected and valor-
jzed (at the levels of both ideology and practice) as counters to. or com-
tentaries on the intrusive and dominant colonial culture. That is, col-
onized peoples have distanced themselves from (as well as modeling their
onceptual steuctures on) the culure of domination, selecting and shaping
and cclebrating the elements of their own traditions that most strikingly
. differentiate them from Europeans (see Thomas n.d.).

.- Third, Pacific Island elites, and Aboriginal Australians, Maori, and
~Hawallans in a poxition to gain leadership roles and become ideologuen,
“have been heavily exposed, through the educational process, to Western
“ideclogies that idealize primitivity and the wisdom and ccological rever-
ence of those who live close to Nature. Idealizations of the precolonial
“past in the contemporary Pacific have often been derivatives of Western
‘critiques of modern technology and progress; ironically, those in the
-Pacific who in their rhetorical moments espouse these idealized views of
“the past are mainly (in their political actions and life-styles) hell-bent on
-technology, progress, materialism, and “development.”
 In the process of objectification, a culture is (at the level of ideology)
imagined to consist of “traditional” music, dances, costumes, or artifacts,
Periodically performing or exhibiting these fetishized representations of
thelr cultures, the clites of the new Pacific ritually afflirm (to themselves,
the tourists, the village voters) that the ancestral cultural heritage lives on.
Fourth, assertions of identity based on idealizations of the ancestral
past draw heavily on anthropological concepts—particularly ideas about
“eulture”—as they have entered Western popular thought, Tt iy ironic that
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culrural nationalist rhetoric often depicts anthropologists as villains who
appropriate and exploit, although that anu-anthropological rhetoric$ is
wself squarely shaped by anthropology’s concepts and categories. (Doubly
ironic, perhaps, that the discourse of cultural nationalism thereby suffers
from some of the conceprual diseases—such as essentialism and retfication
of abstracuons like “culture” and “saciety™ into entities and causal agents
= that plague anthropology.) Through such spurious relfication and
objectitication, metonymically, material objects or dances can serve to
represent the whole of “a culture.”

European scholars are implicated in a more direct way in some of the
mirepresentations of ancestral cultures, Some of the classic accounts and
generalizations about the cultures of Polynesia and Melanesia by expatri-
ate scholars—to which Islanders have been exposed through books and
other media—are misleading. Western scholars’ own misrenderings and
stereatypes have fed back into contemporary {mis)representations of the
Pacific past.

In questioning the political myths of our time, | am not defending the
authority of anthropological representations of the Pacific past, or the
hegemonic position of scholarly discourse in relation to the aspirations of
indigenous peoples to recapture their own pasts, The past (as | have
recently written in relation to colonial history) is contested ground, I am
MRt that i contesting it Pacific Itanders be more relentlessly radical
and akeptial ~not that they relinguish it to the “experts.” (We who claim
expertise, 100, can wel! reflect on the politics and epistemology of our
privileged authority,)

Finally (and critically), if I seem to imply a gulf between the authenticity
obwcnal precolonid societies and cultures and the inauthenticity of the
mythic pasts now being invented in the Pacific, such a characterization in
fuct perpetuates some of anthropology’s own myths. The present political
contexts in which talk of custom and ancestral ways goes on are of course
very different from precojonial contexts, Nonetheless, such mystification
is tirherent in political processes, in all times and piaces. Spurious pasts
and false histories were being promulgated in the Pacific long before Euro-
peans arrived, as warrior leaders draped veils of legitimacy over acts of
conquest, as leaders sought to validate, reinforce, institutionalize, and
“celestialize” their powers (to borrow a term from Marx), and as factions
hatded for dominance, Ironically, then, the “true” and “authentic” cul-
Hires al the Pacitic past, overlain and distorted by toduy's palitical mytha,

}
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present, in part at least, cumulations of the political myths of the ances-
rors..
' In. Pacific communities on the eve of European invasion, there were

multiple “realities”—for commoners and for chiefs, for men and for
women, for young and for old, for frec persons and for captives or slaves,
{or vietors and for vanquished, Genealogies, casmologies, rituuls were

lehiselves contested spheres. The “authentic” past was never a simple,
uﬁambiguous realicy. The social worlds of the Pacific prior to European

nvasion were, like the worlds of the present, multifaceted and complex.

’ Moreover, however the past may be constructed as u symbol, and how-
ever critical it may be for historically dominaed peoples to recapture this
ground, a peoplc’s cultural heritage poses a challenge to radical question-
.ing. ' We are all to some degree prisoners of “real” pasts as they survive into
._V‘thc present—in the form of patriarchal values and institutions, of patterns
of thought, of structures of power. A deeply radical discourse {one that
questions basic assumptions) would aspire to liberate us from pasts, both
those of our ancestors and those of (colonial or other) domination, as well
as to usc them as political symbols.

- -Let me develop these arguments.

- “A SERIES OF NEGATIONS”

Cramacl, writing of the classic situation of class strugyle in Europe, wrote

inthe Prison Notebooks (x971) that “The lower classes, historically on the

‘defensive, can only achieve self-awareness via a series of negations, via

their consciousness of the identity and class limits of their enemy.”
:Gramsei used the term hegemony to characterize the ideological domina-
‘tion whereby the consciousness of subordinate elements in society 1s

shaped and structured by the discourse of those who dominate them. My

eolleague Ranajit Guha, arguing for a “subaltern™ historiography of colo-
- nial India (1983), has argued that the same hegemonic process of negation

operates in colonial situations: the dominated reproduce the conceptual

- and institutional structures of their domination, even in struggling against

it. In several forthcoming papers, I have advanced similar arguments with
regard to colonial experience in the Pacific (Keesing n.d.a, n.d.b, n.d.c).
-; This process operates in many ways, in the ideologies and movements

- proclalming cultural identity and reappropriating, and in the process
<refashioning, the precolontil past, One s tha the wnity-—countries, prov-
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inces, islands—whose unity and common cultural heritage is proclaimed
may have acquired their reality only through the colonial process itself.
What in precolonial times were politically fragmented and culturally and
linguistically diverse communities, divided by warfare and raiding, be-
came administrative units of the colonial state. These units—such a3
Western Solomons and Malaita provinces (of the Solomon Islands)—have
become units locked in struggle for resources and political power in post-
colonial states. Some of these units, notably “Papua,” have a unity that is
an artifact of European diplomacy and imperialist rivalry. Not surpris-
ingly, the rhetoric of unity and solidarity, for such previously nonexistent
entities that have acquired reality, is often framed in terms of common cul-
tural identity. Colonies carved out by imperialist powers in the course of
their Pacific rivalries have now become nation states, proclaiming nation-
al identities. (In other cases, the process of imperialist competition led to
artificial and arbitrary separations, in relatlon to precolonial political
structures or Hnguistic and cultural boundaries—as with the two Sumoas
—rather than artificial unities. )

The point is not that the units for which common cultural identity is -

heing claimed do not exist; rather, it is that they have been given cxistence
and importasee trough the process of colonial domination, A century
ago, “wantoks” were likely to be enemies. But for decades they have been
thrown together in plantation labor, providing support and solidarity;
nowadays, wantoks substitute for kin in the urban jungle, and constitute
clectorates. The convenicnt administrative and economic fictions of the
colonial state have become realities.

The place of language in the unity of emergent political entities merits
mention. In Fiji, a national language (as well as a national culture) was
created through the colonial process, out of a regional diversity that pre-
vailed in pre-European times. In other cases (Papua New Guinea,
Vanuatu), the Pidgin English created mainly by indigenous participants in
contents o dominaton and exploltation during eras of shiphoard and
plantation labor has become a vehicle of nationaliym. In the Solomons,
Pidgin was the principal medium of unity in the countercolonial Maasina
Rule movement, but it has been undervalued as a vehicle of nationa! unity
(see Keesing n.d.d). In New Caledonia, the language of the colonists has
of necessity hecome the language of indigenous unity and political struggle
against colonial domination. It is worth noting that Papua New Guinea

Jacquired a second lingua franca in Police Motu, and that this has to some

extent been a vehicle of Papuan separatism.
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:Rather more subtle processes of hegemony, and the logic of "nega-
tions,” operate at a conceptual level. The most striking example is the
-‘rhetoric of “black is beautiful,” which reproduces the categories of racist
discourse while reversing the valences. Pacific Islanders themselves have in
recent years directed racist discourse at one another (Papuany versus
> Highlanders, Malaitans versus Western Solomon Islanders, Fijians versus
~indo-Fijians).
The Manichean structures of missionary discourse internalized by
--Pacific Christians, depicting cosmic struggles of Light and Dark, God and
Satan, are reproduced in their own discourse, even in their celebrations of
“'the ancestral past. The same process has occurred in Africa. Leo Kuper
wrote that “One of the resistance songs of the African National Congress
- carried as a refrain, the misstonary perspective, ‘While We Were Still
n Darkness’ ” (1978, 91). JanMchamed wrote tellingly of the continuing
force In postcolonial thought of a *Manichean ullegory,” which defines *a
field of dlverse yet Interchangeable oppositions between black and white,
good and evil, superiority and inferiority, civilization and savagery, intelli-
gence and emotion, rationality and sensuality, self and other, subject and
“object, . . . [producing a] transformation of racial difference into moral
and metaphyaleal difference” (1986, 100~101).
] have suggested that in the contemporaty Pucific, representationy of
ancestral cultures are redolent with images derived from missionary dis-
" course; so too is the rhetoric of development, depicted as a kind of rebirch,
~As Alain Babadzan has argued, “The world of kastom and the Western
world are in opposition. . . . [A] new Manicheism, . . . while reversing
~the postulates inherited from the missionaries (the struggle of the Light of
~the Word vs. the Darkness of Paganism), prolongs them in an unexpected
way” (1983).

- The ancestral past, as ideologically represented, may seek in various
ways to resolve contradictions between Christian and pagan origins (recall
the Kwar'ae uncestors as wandering Israclites), In Fiji, the kefon or
ancestral ghosts were decades ago recategorized ax tevorn {Tongan ‘Jevil’
~cf. Solomon Istand Pijin devoldevol ‘ancestral ghost’). The “Fijian cus-
‘tom” now being used to oppress Indo-Fijians is the historical creation of
-Wesleyan missionaries® as well as Bauan chiefs.

The hegemonic force of colonialism has left its mark, even among those
most anticolonial and fiercely culturally conservative of Pacitic Islanders,
the Kwaio of the Malaita interior with whom ] have worked for twenty-
. five years. The Kwaio traditionalists who still sacrifice pigs to the ances-
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tors and exchange shell valuables refer to themselves as ‘itini *heathen’, or
wikiti *wicked'. For them, too, “straightening out the kastom™ remains an
important goal: Kwaio customary law, codified in emulation of colonial
legal statutes and Biblical commandments, would have strong (if mystical)
claims to legitimacy. The Kwaio have thus come to conceprualize their
culture as a “thing” that can be reduced o writing, codified in law. More-
over, as 1 have suggested elsewhere (Keesing n.d.c), the discourses of
resistance aganst colomal rule on the part of Malrita pagans, during and
even poior to Maasing Rule, employed a semiology of sovercigniy—flags,
emblems, parades, palinades—cast In imitation of the rituals of empire
enacted at prewar Tulagi?

The INDGENOUs As COMMENTARY ON THE EXOGENOUS

Colonized peoples have not only incorporated and internalized conceptu-
alizavons and semiology of colonial discourse at the level f thought, ide-
ology, and political praxis, but through a less direct reactive process they
have valorized clements of their own cultural traditions—decontextual-
ized or transformed—a« symbols of the contrast between those traditions
and Western culture ®

One mantfestation of this process is the evocation of an ideology of
sharing and communality to distance a “Melanesian way” or a “Pacific
way” or “Fijian custom” from the individualism and fragmentation of
Weatern capitalist society. A case in point, discussed by Linnekin (1983), is
the way contemporary Flawaitan cultural natonatbsm celebrates ‘ohand
and @i, the collectivist unity of the community, and the [2'au as a focus
of symmetrical exchange {see also Thomas n.d. and Buck 1986).

The actual modes of life—as well as the rhetorically celebrated repre-
sentations of rraditional sociery~in Pacific communitiss have been perva-
sively shaped by colonza! domination, in many places for well over a cen-
tury. As Pacific societics were pacified, exchange and feasting were often
elevated as a surrogate for warfare. As Christianity was adopted, precolo-
nial institutions and practices were modified, in some places four or five
generations ago. The practices that have become the focus of community
hfe may reflect a historical selective process in which what is cast as indig-
enous is contrasted with what is foreign—thus distancing village com-
munitics from the culture of domination. Ironically, as Thomas {n.d.) has
pomted out, anthropologists secking to discover “avthentic”™ cultural tra-
—

)
o
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ditions and to filter out exogenous clerments are prone to attribute to the
“ethnographic present” (their own mythical construction) patterns of life

derivative of, shaped by, or transformed radically in reaction against,

colonial influence.

The symbolic themes Pacific Islanders use to assert their unity and iden-
tiry have also been shaped by struggles against domination, as is most
clearly manifest in the pervasive elevation of “land” as a political symbol.
While I do not doubt that in precolonial times many Pucific peaples had o
deap Identification with and reverenee for their Land, this identilication
118 become radically transformed in the course of political struggle and

histories of conquest and land alienation. In Fiji, contemporary Hawat‘1,®

New Caledonia, the Solomon Islands, New Zealand, and Aboriginal Aus-
traila, land has become a powerful symbol of identity and a site of contes-

- tardon, An Ideology of attachment t and spiritual significance of the lind
~could achieve such prominence only in a historical context of invasion and
" colonization.

WesTERN VISIONS AND PACIFIC PASTS

The portrayals that idealize the precolonial past not only incorporate con-

ceptual structures and premises of colonial discourse and elevare symbols

as reactions against colonial domination. In many respects, they also

incorporate Western conceptions of Otherness, visions of primitivity, and

‘eritiques of modernity, The imagined ancestors with whom the Pacific is
“belng repopuluted—Wise Leologista, Mystical Sages, living in harmony

with one another, cosmic forces, and the environment—are in many ways
creations of Western imagination.

The relationships maintained only ten or twenty years ago by the hourgeni-

= e and urban elites with native culturex and with the rural milicy in peneral,

“were marked by the interiorization . . . of . . . Western racist discourse.

~ Those who used to mock the backwardness of “savages” in the name of

_ Progress and Civilization are now (verhally) the fiercest defenders of primitiv-
““ity and archaic values.

Opposing the values of kastom to those of the West . | | [represents] a
Western criticism of Westernization . . . [which] borrows from the West a
number of its patterns, such as missionary Manicheism (the terms of which are
inverted), ruralist and ecologist ideology, and the modern Western ideology of
ethnicity. (Babadzan ro83)
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Muort and Aboriginal Australian ideologues are engaged in recon-

structing ancestral pasts characterized by Mystical Wisdom, Oneness with =

the Land, Ecological Reverence, and Social Harmony. Aboriginal Austra-
lia, a land of gatherers and hunters, is being retrospectively depicted in the
political mythology of our time as pervaded by reverence for Mother

Earth. Warface and violence (including Maori cannibalism) are carefully -
edited out of these reinvented pasts. Strikingly, what is edited out in no

way violated the values of the real ancestors, as observed in the nineteenth
century: what 1s violated are Western values, as represented in both Chris-
tian doctrine and idealizations of the Primitive, as foil for critiques of
modernisation,

These wdealizations -counters o ideologles of modernization—have a
character Babadzan (1983) called “philo-traditionalist.” Marshail Berman
(1982) depicted it as a “pastoral vision” of a simpler worid. This pastoral
ideology 1s built out of elements that are at least partial truths, The small-
scale commumittes of tribal socicties do make possible socinl solidarity,
cose bonds ot kinship and community, continuity between generations.
Neolithic technologies create and depend on a closeness with nature and 2
fulfilment in productive labor that are lost, with concomitant alienation,
in industrialized socicties. Like other anthropologists, I tend to romanti-
cize the tribal world, so | perceive the power of the pastoral vision. It is
what is edited out that distorts the picture of pre-European tribal com-
munities: not simply violence, but domination (of women, the young,
commoners) and cexploitation. Moreover, the costs in physical pain and

prematurc death of infectious diseases only crudely addressed by magical -

means are roo easily edited out as well—particularly nowadays, when the
Prinntive i assigned o mystical wisdom in matters of holistic health und
heabig ay well as ecology.

Not only arc these Pacific pastoral ideologies infused with Western ide-
alizations of communal life, but there has been an increasing ideological
cross-fertilization amony Third and Fourth World cultural nationalist
groups. ' The Larth Mother now being appealed to in Aboriginal Austra-
lian political rhetoric may be less a direct reflection of Western countercul-

tural ideologies than a borrowing from Native American ideologies, born

tn struggles for land rights and cultural identity, that were much more
directly in conract with the North American counterculture.
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Tur FerisHizaTioN or "CuLTunre”

NEER

ot only in the Pacific are dramatizations and ritual enactments of cul-
titral ‘traditions being celebrated—in the form of dress, music, dance,
-handicrafts—while actual cultural traditions are vanishing. The two pro-
ses—the celebration of fossilized or fetishized'' cultures and the
destrucrion of cultures as ways of life and thought—are going on in the
Soviet Union, eastern Europe, and China and also in the Andean states,
Brazil, ‘Malaysia, and Indonesia. Pechaps it is an essential element in the
process of nation building, where populations are ethnically diverse.'?
Most often, & dominant national population imposes its Linguuge and cul-
wral tradition on minority groups while uppearing o value and preserve
“minority cultures: they are preserved like specimens in jars. In this pro-
cess, the “culrures” ostensibly valorized in cheir fetishized forms may be
“the site of a double violence, In Ecuador, in festivals where indigenous
mdlan culture Is “celebrated,” Spanish-speaking mestizos don Indian cos-
‘tumes, perform Indian dances, and play Indian music—while the Indians
whose “cultures” are being performed are not allowed to participate.
What greater alienation than watching those who dominate and rule you
_perform symbolically central elements of your cultural heritage: selling
fyour culture???

“ What makes the Pacific distinctive here is the way, particularly in the
Melanesian countries, the specimens in the jars are the cultures those with
_potitical power have themselves left behind. Members of the Westernized
-clites are likely to be separated by gulfs of life experience and education
-from village communities where they have never lived: their ancestral cul-
fures are symbols rather thun experienced realities, Bringing the specimens
‘gut of the jars on special occasions—cultural festivals, rituals of stute—is
a denial of alienation at a persona! level, and a denial that cultural tradi-
tions are being eroded and destroyed in the village hinterlands. Again
PBabadzan’s observations are illuminating:

In this Ideological representation kastom is defined s an accumulation of
disjointed culeural signs, . . . an assemblage of discontinuous, observable, and
“ thus reproducible material elements (that they should allow reproduction is of
* particular importance for the policies of “cultural revival™). These signs of
~primitivity are principally objects (“art™ objects, handicrafts or implements),
- public singing or dancing, music, recitation of myths, or . . . ceremonies.
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-+« These disparate culture items -« are reified as symbols of identity
after being abstracted in thought from the ceremonial and lirergical contexts
where they are (or were) inscribed, after being separated both from their tradi-
toenal conditions of transmission and from their symbolic and institutional
hackground, Some official policies inspired by a desire for “cultural revitalizg.
Han" vven emdedvor o encourage the . reproduction of (hese identity sym-
bols, which are deemmed proof of the vigor of indigenous cultures and of their
resistance to Westernization. (Babadzan 1983)

Elanders who have learned the Western concept of “culture.” The so-
A_'ca.llcd Vailala Madness of the Gulf Division of Papua in 1919, where vil-
lagers destroyed cult objects in a wave of iconoclasm, and proclaimed
eir rejection of the ways of ancestors who had withheld material riches
rom them, iy but one exumple. Other clasyic “enrgo cults” echoed (he
8ame theme,

massively confronted with an engulfing or rcchnologica”y dominating
orcemswhether carly colonial invaders or more recently the world capital-
‘1t system and !u:c-twcnticth-ccntury technology and wealth—one is led 1o
take an objectified, externalized view of one’s way of life that would
ardly be possible if one were simply living ir.14 Land, and spiritual con-
rection to it, could not have, other than in a context of invasion and dis-
placement and alienation, the ideological significance i acquires in such a
context.!s
+ The ideologies of our time, unlike cargo cult ideologies, are phrased in
cterms of “culture” and other anthropological concepts, as they have
:pakscd into Western popular thought and intellecrual discourse, This is
“hardly surprising, given the educational experiences of Pacific Island lead-
oty but it i problematic nonetheless, becuuse the concepts that have been
otrowed oversimplify in ways that have bedeviled anthropology for
‘decades. First, “culture” represents a reification. A complex system of
ideas and customs, attributed a false concreteness, is turned into a causal
Agent. Cultures are viewed as doing things, causing things to happen (or
not happen),

In the framework of functionalist anthropology, sociceries and cultures
- have been artributed a spurious coherence and integration and portrayed
in a timeless cquiiibrium. The timelessness and integration of the ideologi- .
tcally constructed Pacific basts represent in part a projection of anthropol-
0gy’s own conceptual simplifications into contemporary political myths.
.- Western representations of Otherness, anthropological and Oriental-
i1, have been essentialist, in seeking to characterize the fundamental
character—the “essence”—of the Other. Whether it be the Oriental Mind
“erTrobriand Culture, essentialist discourse seeks to characterize in the
Dther what pervasively and eternally distinguishes Them from Us,'7 Iy s
o-wonder that Indigenousy peoples secking (o characterize Themselvey
and their differences from Us have adopted a similar essentialism. Pacific

By the same logic, the “cultures” so commoditized and packaged can be
sold (o touists, 1 have commented elsewhere on the way this commoditi-
7ation shapes Pacitic cultures to fie Western fantasies:

Mass tourism and the media have created a new Pacific in which what is left
of reconstructed from the ruins of cultural destruction of earlier decades is
commoditized and packaged as exoticism for the tourists. The Pacific [is] Fan-
tisy Land for Europe and the United States (and now for Japan) . . . to be
symbolically constructed—and consumed by a consumerist society, to serve ics
pleasures and needs.

The commoditization of their cultures has left tens of thousands of Pacific
Klanders as aliens in their own lands, reduced to tawdry commercialized repre-
weibations of their ancestors, histories and cultures, Benearh the veneer of fan-
Fag ehe Bhidens are panperdzed in village hinterlands or themselves cammods
mred as menial employees. Serving the comforts as well as the funtasies of rich
tourises, they are constrained to smile and “be happy,” because that is part of
thetr symbolic image.

Weneed anly think of tourism in Fiji. There, at least, the clements of cul-
ture enacted for tourises represent a version, if an edited and Christianized
ene (no strangling of widows in the hote! dining rooms), of a past that
actually existed, The representations of “Hawaiian culture” for tourists,
with hula dances (sce Buck 1986), ukuleles, and pineapples, llustrate that
where there iy a gulf between historical realities and the expectations of
tourists, the fantasjes will be packaged and sold.

InvenTED Pasts anD ANTHROPOLOGY

The objectification of a way of life, the reification of the customs of ances-
i symbob o which a politieal stance v taken—whether of rejec-
ton o adealization-—is not new i the Pacific, and is not confined to
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Island peoples asserting their identity and their continuity with the past
arc led to seck, characterize, and proclaim an “essence” that has endured
despite a century or more of change and Westernization.

I ditterent und older anthropologlenl tradition—onc that liveson In
anthropology muscumsy, hence is represented in the contemporary Pacific
—a culture is metonymically represented by its material artifacts. This

‘number of Polynesian languages, it seems to be a secondary usage,
common than its usage as a stative verb (‘be effective’,
aed'), -

ana In the sense it has acquired in anthropology scems contrally
¢rfant only in a few languages of eastern Polynesia, notably Maori

‘be potent’; ‘be

muscological tradition, which has old roots in the nineteenth-century
folklorism of Europe, has fed as well into the discourse on cultural iden-
as | have noted. From it derives the view that in preserving the mate-
rial forms and performance genres of a people, one preserves their cul-

tity,

ture.'®

In borrowing from anthropological discourse, ideologies of cultural

identity in the contemporary Pacific have not only acquired conceptual
oversimplifications but have incorporated some empirical distortions and
misnterpretations for which anthropologlars (and other European schol-
aen) are ulthmately responsible,

It is not that Aboriginal or Maori activists, or contemporary Samoans
or Trobriand Islanders, are uncritical in their acceptance of what anthro-
pologists have written shout them, In Aboriginal struggles for land rights,
for example, one of the battles has been waged against orthodox views,
deriving ultimately from Radcliffe-Brown, of the patrilineality of loca] ter-
ritorial groups—views incorporated into federa! land rights legislation.
The ironies and contradictions of Aboriginal peoples being denied rights
they belicve are culturally legitimate on grounds that they do not fit an
anthropological mode! have chilling implications for those of us who

would claim privileged authority for our “expertise” or our constructions
of the past.

There is a further rwist of irony when scholarly interpretations that
may be faulty, or at least misleadingly oversimplified or overgeneralized,
have heen incorporated by Pacific Islanders into their conceptions of their
owi pasts. Let me iflusteate with the concept of mana in Oceanic religion,
on which 1have recently written (Keesing 1984, 1985). When I was at the
University of the South Pacific in 1984 and spoke on mana, 1 discovered
that Polynesian students and faculty had been articulating an ideology of a
common Polynesian cultural heritage and identity in which mana was cen-
tral. Yet, an 1 pointed out, In many languages in Western Polynesia sana is
used as a2 noun only to describe thunder, lightning, or other meteorologi-
cal phenomena. Where mana is used as a nous to refer to spiritual power,

yid Hawaiian, Douglas Oliver (personal communication) has told me
A3tin the thousands of documents on the carly Society Islands he has
*onc;thfough, mana occurs very rarely. Greg Dening (personal communi-
1) has told me the same is true for the Marquesas. We must infer, if
-iook carefully at the early texts, that in many regional variants of Poly-
ian religion, mana was not a crucial concept—except in the interpreta-
ns of anthropologists like Edward Handy (1927), intent on imputing
f:ﬂésophics of cosmic dynamism to the Polynesians.
The imputation of mystical wisdom to Polynesinns (who in the process
i¢ dlatingulshed from their dark-skinned, svage, cannibal neighbors 1o
:cat) has roots.in European theories of ruce. The construction of the
olynesians in European thought, a process going back to the early
splorers, has been brilliantly examined by Bernard Smith (1969). Most
xing has been the construetion of Muori eulture in Luropean imuging-
ton, by such scholurs as Sic George Grey. The cosmic philosophy of the
Maori, the mystical worldview, is as much a European as a Polynesian
ereation.’® Even though contemporary Maori ideologues attempt to dis-
credit some aspects of the representation of Maori culture by Western
scholars, the counterrepresentation advanced as authentic seems deeply
sed by carly Western romanticizations of the Maori (as well as con-
emporary Western pastoral myths of primitivity).

PoLITICAL MYTHOLOGY AND CULTURAL “AUTHENTICITY:
A WIDER ViEW

8 far, | have implicd that there iy a wide gull between the authentic pust
the real ways of life that prevailed in the Pacific on the eve of European
asion—and the representations of the past in contemporary ideologies
? cultural identity. This gulf requires a closer look.
Tdo not at this stage intend to imply that pre-European Pacific peoples
vere mystical sages, holistic healers, or wise ccologists. The gulf to which
have pointed is real and important. My point is rather that the real past
was itself highly political. Pacific societies, in pre-European times, were
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