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Colonial grievances, justice
and reconciliation in the Pacific1

by

Toon van MEIJL* and Michael GOLDSMITH**

The paradox of the decolonization process in
the Pacific is that colonial grievances seem to
have proliferated in the recent past. Indeed, anti-
colonial sentiments often seem to be more
directly spurred by the process of decolonization
than by the practices of colonial regimes revel-
ling in earlier peaks of power. This workshop
was concerned with the question how to address
this contemporary form of counter-hegemonic
resistance in the Pacific. The aim of the session
was, first, to examine the similarities and diffe-
rences in colonial grievances throughout the
Pacific and, second, to discuss the various stra-
tegies that may be developed to establish justice
and to realize reconciliation.

Colonial grievances are expressed in a variety
of different ethno-historical conditions. Indige-
nous minorities in settler states, notably in New
Zealand, Australia and Hawai’i, are demanding
the restoration of sovereignty and the return of
properties that were dispossessed in the colonial
past. Postcolonial nation-states that have obtai-
ned independence relatively recently, particu-
larly small island states in Polynesia, but also
Papua New Guinea, for example, continue to
remind their former colonizers of their responsi-
bility to redress economic difficulties that are
blamed on the history of colonization. The
ongoing debate about the international exploita-
tion of natural resources in the Pacific, especially

in Melanesia, although not restricted to colonia-
lism and its immediate consequences, is deeply
rooted in its history.

At the same time, requests for the reposses-
sion, if not repatriation, of cultural heritage
under trust of former colonizers, e.g. in collec-
tions of ethnographic museums, are emerging
from the uneasy relationship between colonizers
and colonized, not only in the Pacific, but
throughout the world. Colonialism has also left
a whole range of other legacies that are in need
of a permanent solution, such as the different
forms of ethnic tension in Fiji, the Solomon
Islands, New Zealand, Australia and Hawai’i.

Political discussions in these divergent cir-
cumstances generally revolve around the issue of
who is responsible for the harm that colonialism
inflicted and the related issue of who was har-
med. These lead, in turn, to the further questions
of how the perpetrators of harm are identified,
how deserving cases of justice and reconciliation
are constructed, and how the relevant discourses
of responsibility respond to historical, political
and cultural change. The organizers invited case-
studies on these questions from all Pacific socie-
ties. For various reasons, not all of the resulting
contributions are able to be discussed here but
we are grateful to the participants for a lively
session. In the following section we discuss those
papers that we propose to bring to publication.

1. Presentation of the first session of the 6th Conference of the European Society for Oceanists, at Marseille (July 8-10 2005).
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Seven case-studies

In his paper entitled «The colonial and post-
colonial roots of ethnonationalism in Tuvalu»,
Michael Goldsmith from the University of Wai-
kato in New Zealand began by criticizing the
tendency of some commentators to overstate a
distinction between sovereign Pacific Island
countries that gained independence easily and
those that had to struggle for such an outcome.
Even the history of the small Pacific microstate
of Tuvalu, granted independence in 1978 (with
the apparent blessings of Britain but in fact with
a degree of reluctance) after some six decades of
ostensibly benign rule, can be couched in terms
of grievance and redress. This despite the fact
that Tuvaluans were the recipients of a kind of
positive discrimination on the part of the autho-
rities running the Gilbert and Ellice Islands
Colony (Tuvalu being formed out of the Ellice
Islands at the time of the break-up of the Colony
in 1975). Though there is no deep animosity
towards Britain in Tuvalu, colonialism did create
problems that eventually came back to haunt the
players concerned.

Goldsmith’s paper investigated the issue of
colonial and post-colonial grievances in the
construction of a sense of ethno-nationalism in
Tuvalu. By comparison with some other coun-
tries, this sentiment is not passionately held, but
it is real and its roots are understandable. They
have more to do with the way in which the colo-
nial power treated Tuvalu during decolonization
than with the prior impact of the colonial regime
per se. The paper briefly explored the historical
background before addressing the grievances
that arose around the time of independence and
their consequences (Macdonald, 1975). The
paper argued that the establishment of the
Tuvalu Trust Fund in 1987 is best understood in
terms of a convergence between the Tuvaluan
sense of grievance and the colonisers’ recogni-
tion that Tuvaluans had been treated unjustly in
the lead-up to independence.

More recently, Tuvalu has become the interna-
tional symbol of a global grievance ¢ the threat
to maritime microstates and their national sove-
reignty posed by the possibilities of climate
change, global warming, and sea-level rise
(Chambers and Chambers, 2007; Connell, 2003;
2004; Farbotko, 2005; Goldsmith, 2005). Even
here, Tuvalu’s environmentalist stance has roots
in earlier episodes of colonial history. The resul-
ting issues of justice, agency and responsibility
are complex and double-edged.

In her contribution «Taukei (indigenous
rights) and the new face of western hegemony in

Fiji», Marilyn E. Lashley from Howard Univer-
sity in the USA focused on the emerging calls for
indigenous rights in Fiji since the beginning of a
series of coups d’état in May 1987. Lashley exa-
mined what she posits as the central causes of
political unrest in the Republic of Fiji. To this
end, she defined the concepts of sovereignty and
‘indigenousness’, and presented a brief overview
of Fiji’s political and economic history, the
country’s processes of political mobilization,
and its evolution as a (nominally) democratic
state. Lashley’s paper also addressed the vexed
question surrounding the nature of political rule
in Fiji, who actually rules and who ought to rule.
Lashley advanced an interpretation of why and
how indigenous (ethnic) Fijians remain marginal
and impoverished within their own land despite
their orderly transition to independence and des-
pite having secured control over the political
apparatus of the Fijian nation state. The paper
also discussed the new realities confronted by
Fijians and Indo-Fijians that frustrate efforts of
both groups to achieve social justice, ethnic
harmony, political stability and international
legitimacy.

This was probably the most contentious paper
of the whole session, if its initial reception is a
guide. Several experts on Fiji (some of them
citizens) were in the audience and expressed
concerns over the interpretations put forward.
For example, using the term ‘Indian’ for the
category of people whose ancestry derives
wholly or predominantly from that background
is resisted by many who belong to the category.
They generally prefer the term ‘Indo-Fijian’,
which Lashley controversially reserved for those
of mixed heritage. These designations are highly
problematic, not least because they deny some
citizens of Fiji the right to ethnic self-ascription
¢ a right which has become sacred writ since the
groundbreaking rethinking of ethnic boundaries
by Fredrik Barth (1969).

The level of disagreement on display was no
real surprise, as the ‘race’ issue in Fiji has always
been as much a political minefield as an arena of
scholarly debate (Cottrell and Ghai, 2007;
Ratuva, 2003). Evenhandedness is a difficult
balance to strike in such circumstances. Lashley
circumvented the problem by firmly attaching
her colours to the ethnic Fijian nationalist mas-
thead. (Nor is she alone in this regard as political
polarization in recent years has led some pre-
viously liberal multiculturalists towards a more
nationalist stance ¢ see Carens, 2000; Vakatale,
2000.)

For this and other reasons, the paper had clear
political links to the papers by Margaret Mutu
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and Ann Sullivan, each of which took a line that
was strongly critical of state policies and wider
societal racism in New Zealand.

Lashley’s main political-economy conclusion,
however, that Indians are economically much
better off than Fijians, arguably downplays the
role of ethnic Fijian elites in exploitation as well
as the genuine poverty of Indo-Fijians at the
bottom of the heap (Kumar and Prasad, 2004;
Trnka, 2005, 2006). It also fails to take into
account Fijian subsistence opportunities and
ambivalence over «the way of money» (as
expressed in the writings of Christina Toren
[1989] and Matthew Tomlinson [2004], for exam-
ple). Despite these shortcomings, the convenors
felt the paper had its place as a densely argued, if
provocative, take on the Fijian situation.

Daniel Moretti, at the time a PhD student
from Brunel University in the UK, presented a
fascinating paper on mythological accounts of
colonial history and requests for reparation,
entitled «Gold, tadpoles, and Jesus in the man-
ger: reflecting on cosmogony, colonial extraction
and restitution with the Hamtai-Anga of Mount
Kaindi, Morobe Province, Papua New Guinea».
Following an established approach within the
regional anthropology of «cargo cults» and of
resource development (Biersack, 1999, 2006;
Clark, 1993, 2000; Golub, 2006; Hirsch, 2001;
Jorgensen, 2006; Kirsch, 2007), this paper used a
local cosmogony to investigate how a PNG
mining community views the colonial past and
what forms of redressive action it demands from
the former colonial masters (see also Moretti,
2006).

Moretti argued that contemporary PNG dis-
courses about colonialism cannot be understood
simply in terms of past interactions between
colonisers and colonised, but should also be
viewed as strategic responses to post-
independence power relations between different
ethno-linguistic groups and between local com-
munities and the state. Only in this light can we
appreciate why the Hamtai-Anga of Kaindi do
not follow demands for the restitution of misap-
propriated properties with calls for the severance
of all relations with the former colonial masters,
but rather anticipate that the latter return as
resource developers and as guarantors of their
independence from other communities and the
National Government.

Those who heard and subsequently read this
presentation could not help but be struck by the
richness of Moretti’s account, full of ethnogra-
phic and historical information and complemen-
ted by genuine theoretical insight. It seems a
shame to abridge the complex mythical narrati-

ves that intertwine with his archival research to
give the argument its empirical force but the
exigencies of publishing mean that future rea-
ders will almost certainly not have access to the
whole story.

John Morton, working at La Trobe University
in Australia, presented a thoughtful paper on the
stolen generation in Australia, entitled «Race,
reciprocity and reconciliation: Australian Abo-
riginal kinship lessons for restorative justice».
According to Morton, in recent decades, the
vexed question of the legitimacy of Australia’s
assimilation policies has largely focused on the
so-called ‘stolen generations’ ¢ Aboriginal chil-
dren (largely of mixed descent) removed from
their natal families to be raised in institutions or
foster homes (Beresford and Omaji, 1998; Creed,
2001; Glowczewski, 2005; Krieken, 1999). In this
paper, he examined assimilationist child removal
policies in terms of their intentions to «breed out
the colour» from the Australian population as a
whole, as part of the state’s dedication to «White
Australia». More specifically, he investigated the
nature of the dualism inherent in relationships
between «black» and «white» Australia and
compared it to prescribed forms of dualism
inherent in classical systems of Aboriginal
kinship and marriage (cf. Morton, 1998).
Drawing on Marcel Mauss’s classic study The
Gift (1967), Morton suggested that certain moral
conclusions can be drawn from this comparison
¢ conclusions that have been both acknowledged
and denied in political terms in Australia, but
which cannot be challenged on ethical grounds
(Morton, 2003).

This was another empirically rich paper, and
probably the most theoretically ambitious of all
those presented in the session. The idea that
notions of kinship and reciprocity need to be
brought to bear on the ‘stolen generations’ has
great anthropological resonance with similar
Pacific cases imbricating race and ‘sexual com-
merce’, including some that Morton himself did
not cite, such as Sahlins’ (1981, 1995) or Tche-
rkézoff’s (2004a, 2004b) writings on Captain
Cook and other explorers. Interestingly, Morton
alluded to these comparative potentials by
means of a reference to Australian Aboriginal
Cook narratives as examples of «the unfulfilled
promise of reciprocity». Contrary to certain
anthropological shibboleths, he argued, biolo-
gisms such as ‘race’ do exist and have force in this
context.

Some readers of this paper in its eventual
published form may be disconcerted by what
appears to be its resort to a slightly distant and
abstract statement on matters that are hard for
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those opposed to racism to disentangle from a
stance of moral outrage ¢ but in the end that was
one of its strengths. Big questions remain, howe-
ver. For example, once the politics of recognition
have been sorted out, won’t there be an even
bigger conflict in Australia over the politics and
justice of redistribution? In this light, the paper
raised fascinating and disturbing parallels with
the papers on New Zealand by Mutu, Sullivan
and Van Meijl.

In a paper entitled «Recovering the crown’s
ill-gotten gains», Margaret Mutu from the Uni-
versity of Auckland in New Zealand discussed
the process in which Maori and the New Zealand
government are negotiating the settlement of
grievances about the dispossession of their land
in the nineteenth century and other associated
breaches of the Treaty of Waitangi. This Treaty
was signed in 1840 between a number of Maori
chiefs and the governor representing the British
Crown in New Zealand, and it guaranteed
Maori ownership of their lands and other natu-
ral resources in exchange for the cession of
governance (Kawharu 1989, Orange 1987). In
the course of history, however, the Treaty was
violated causing Maori to become a disadvanta-
ged minority in their own land. Since the mid-
1980s, however, the Treaty has gradually become
recognized which also makes it possible for
Maori to submit claims to the Waitangi Tribunal
about breaches of the Treaty. Some 1200 claims
have been lodged by Maori, but fewer than 20
have been settled. Mutu discussed the difficulties
experienced by Maori in the claims settlement
process, drawing on case-studies of several
Maori tribes involved in direct negotiations with
the Crown.

Mutu outlined the legal and political context
in which negotiations are currently taking place
between Maori and government, after which she
continued to provide a detailed account of the
historical claims by a number of tribal groupings
in the far North of the North Island of New
Zealand. This account was impressive not only
because it illustrated what the situation would be
for Ngaati Kahu had the Treaty not been viola-
ted, which the author deduced by systematic
comparison with non-Maori in the same area,
but also because it offered a detailed overview of
the history of the claim and the negotiations
between Ngaati Kaahu and the New Zealand
government, which have been going on since
1986. Since not much progress has been made
over the past two decades, it is not surprising that
Maori patience is being tested in this case, all the
more since the Crown has since passed legisla-
tion regarding the foreshore and the seabed

which most Maori consider as yet another
confiscation of their territories (Erueti and
Charters 2007).

The question about the ownership of New
Zealand’s foreshore and seabed was the subject
of the contribution by Ann Sullivan, also from
the University of Auckland, entitled «Justice,
indigenous rights and the public good: Who
owns the foreshore and the seabed?» The main
issues in the controversy around the foreshore
and the seabed revolve around the question
whether land under water has remained Maori
land protected by the doctrine of aboriginal title
(Ruru, 2004). The foreshore is the area between
the high water mark and the low water mark or
the ‘wet’ part of the beach that is covered by the
ebb and flow of the tide. The seabed is the area
from the low water mark to the outer limits of
the territorial sea, 12 nautical miles from shore.
The question regarding the proprietary status of
the foreshore and the seabed emerged among
several tribes on the South Island, which were
frustrated in their attempts to establish marine
farms on land that they believed was customarily
theirs. They submitted their case to the Maori
Land Court, but a legal dispute emerged about
the question whether aboriginal title can exist in
regard to the foreshore and the seabed, and also
whether it can exist to the extent of exclusive
ownership. Six years of litigation about these
questions culminated in a verdict of the Court of
Appeal, announced on 19 June 2003, that avoi-
ded declaring that such land exists in New Zea-
land, but it did rule that Maori should be offered
the opportunity to proceed with their applica-
tion to the Maori Land Court.

Since the ruling of the Court of Appeal did
not foreclose the possibility of Maori being able
to effectively obtain private ownership of the
foreshore and the seabed, the New Zealand
government immediately responded by pro-
claiming its intention to enshrine Crown
ownership of the foreshore and the seabed in law.
The government justified its plan by arguing that
it had a responsibility to regulate the rights and
interests of all New Zealand citizens, which
included guaranteeing public access to the
country’s beaches for everyone. This move of
the government, however, has angered Maori
throughout the country since they are no longer
allowed to go to court to determine whether the
foreshore and seabed are customary property
and therefore they argue that the new law effec-
tively dispossesses them of existing property
rights (cf. Waitangi Tribunal 2004). Maori res-
ponse has been vocal and visible, and although it
has been restrained and peaceful to date, ethnic
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tension has heightened and a polarized nation
has emerged in New Zealand. Sullivan discussed
the case of the controversy around the foreshore
and the seabed in New Zealand in terms of the
broader issue of justice and reparation by
showing how the current political climate is
changing the reparation discourse of the past
twenty years (Belgrave, Kawharu and Williams,
2005).

In a more theoretical contribution about the
settlement process in New Zealand, Toon van
Meijl aimed at analysing why the resolution of
Maori claims, which initially appeared hopeful
for the future, seems to create new problems in
Maori society. In his view, the settlement process
in New Zealand is hampered for two reasons.
First, the government negotiates settlements
only with tribal organisations, whereas 80 % of
the Maori population is currently living in urban
environments in which tribal connections have
lost a great deal of meaning. Hence, too, the
central position of tribes in the settlement pro-
cess is contested by pan-tribal groupings in
urban environments. Second, local sub-tribes are
sometime challenging the centralised structures
of governance implemented by tribes that have
signed a compensation settlement with the
government. Both issues illustrate that the socio-
political organisation of Maori society has chan-
ged radically since the nineteenth century, which
raises the question regarding the representation
for descendants of the Maori who were origi-
nally dispossessed. This question is preceded by
the more fundamental question about the nature
of property rights in the nineteenth century.
Who used to own the land and other resources:
extended families, sub-tribes, tribes, or super-
tribes?

In order to disentangle the complex issues
underlying the difficulties of the settlement pro-
cess in Maori society, Van Meijl used a historical
and legal anthropological framework (Von
Benda-Beckmann, F., K. von Benda-Beckmann
and Wiber, 2006; Humphrey and Verdery, 2004).
He analysed the evolution of Maori forms of
socio-political organisation under the impact of
colonialism. In addition, he tried to unpack the
complexities and manifold variations of pro-
perty at different layers of socio-political organi-
sation in Maori society, e.g. tribes (iwi), sub-
tribes (hapuu) and extended families (whaanau),
in different periods of history. His conclusion
was that disputes in Maori society about the
management of returned resources and compen-
sation funds are caused by a clash between diffe-
rent property regimes, one characterized by
intersecting rights and without a clear concept

of ownership, and the other characterized by a
bounded conception of ownership that was
introduced into Maori society by the govern-
ment, in cooperation with a number of ambi-
tious Maori chiefs (Ballara, 1998). The New
Zealand government is only willing to negotiate
the settlement of claims with registered tribes
and requires these to conform to certain rules of
governance, as a result of which it can be argued
that the radical restructuring of the traditional
socio-political organisation in Maori society has
been sparked off by conditions stipulated by the
government to Maori in order to become eligible
for the return of Maori resources to Maori cus-
tody and control, or should we say ‘ownership’?
Did the government perhaps also introduce wes-
tern concepts of ownership into a society that
originally didn’t recognize ownership in the
strict sense of the term, only a flexible range of
rights in relation to resources? It remains to be
seen, however, whether recent changes of Maori
property categories may in due course also
change Maori property relations in practice.

In sum, these seven papers exemplify the
legacy of colonialism in contemporary Pacific
societies and illustrate how difficult it is to
resolve complex problems that result directly
from the colonial history but that are currently
being tackled under circumstances that have
drastically changed over time and are therefore
radically different from the past. For that reason,
too, it is inherently difficult to establish justice
since the settlement of colonial grievances may
in turn create new problems, while the percep-
tion of these problems will also continue to
change in the foreseeable future. In countries
with a colonial history, too, reconciliation will
perforce remain a goal, instead of a stable settle-
ment, that former colonizers and colonized will
have to continue to negotiate.
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