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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
 
 

Emergent Voices of (Neo)colonial Resistance:  
The Contemporary Literatures, Cultures, and Histories of “Micronesia” 
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Up until recently, Micronesia has occupied an “absent” place within Oceanic 

studies.  This absence has been characterized in part by a dearth of published literature 

produced by and about Micronesia’s indigenous peoples.  It is only within the last ten 

to fifteen years that a handful of authors have emerged to depict Micronesian culture 

from within.  This dissertation focuses on the works of three writers who have made 
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important contributions to this expanding body of literature: Robert Barclay (Meļaļ), 

Craig Santos Perez (from unincorporated territory series), and Emelihter Kihleng (My 

Urohs).  As I argue, the emergence of these authors is closely connected to 

Micronesia’s complex colonial histories.  The prominence of U.S. strategic military 

interests, in particular, has postponed processes of decolonization in the region, 

resulting in a similar delay in the formation of Micronesians’ literary traditions.  This 

project seeks to amplify Micronesia’s new voices of resistance, as well as to explore 

the interrelationships between culture and the political-economic transformations 

undergirding them.  Another objective of this dissertation is to reveal the newest 

mechanisms of colonial control underway in Oceania.  While hailing from different 

parts of Micronesia, the texts examined share much in common in their representation 

of themes of militarization, colonialism, and neocolonialism.  Reading literature as 

“symptoms” of the political-economic realities that produced them, I argue that Meļaļ, 

from unincorporated territory, and My Urohs foreground the increasingly insidious, 

economic as well as environmental forms assumed by 21st century colonialism.   

Since this project is ultimately concerned with how culture reflects (and 

responds to) political and economic realities, each chapter tends to privilege these 

realities as fundamental.  While chapter one discusses the historical causes for 

Micronesia’s delayed literary renaissance, chapter two examines Barclay’s novel, 

Meļaļ, to uncover the Compact of Free Association as a vital tool of U.S. 

neocolonialism.  Turning to Kihleng’s poetry, chapter three shows how U.S. 

“colonial” food has perpetuated economic dependency between Micronesia and the 
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U.S.  Finally, chapter four, which focuses on Perez’s “long poetry,” argues that the 

from unincorporated territory series contributes to the radical revision of Guahån’s 

histories of colonialism and militarization from below. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Emergent Voices of (Neo)colonial Resistance: the Contemporary Literatures, 

Cultures, and Histories of “Micronesia” 

 

Micronesian lacks concrete definition 

An Inadequate 

Insufficient 

Identity 

Misplaced 

Bestowed Wrongly 

Upon a large and diverse 

Pacific Island Population 

Who are not under one flag 

Who do not speak one tongue 

Who do not eat the same food 

And most of all who 

Do not want to be recognized as one. 

--Emelihter Kihleng, “The Micronesian Question” 

 

 This dissertation takes as its primary focus the contemporary literatures, 

cultures, and histories of the region known as Micronesia.  More specifically, I 

examine the works of three contemporary authors who have each made significant 
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contributions to a growing body of literature emerging out of 21st century Micronesia.  

These authors (and works) include: Robert Barclay (Meļaļ), Craig Santos Perez (from 

unincorporated territory series), and Emelihter Kihleng (My Urohs).  As I will 

demonstrate, each of these authors writes about (as well as hails from) widely 

divergent parts of Micronesia; they each come from very different racial and cultural 

backgrounds, as well.  The son of a white American engineer who relocated his family 

to the Marshall Islands, Robert Barclay writes partly from his personal experiences 

growing up on Kwajalein, one of the largest and most militarized islands comprising 

the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI).1  Interestingly, in spite of his own deeply 

privileged position, Barclay’s experiences lay the foundation for his critical views of 

the U.S. military presence in the Pacific, and his contemporary novel, Meļaļ (2002), 

documents the history of U.S. militarization and nuclear testing in the RMI, and 

especially its effects on the indigenous Marshallese peoples.  Whereas Barclay offers a 

glimpse of Marshallese life from the perspective of a critical white “outsider,” 

Chamorro author,2 Craig Santos Perez, and Pohnpeian poet, Emelihter Kihleng, 

present increasingly indigenous views of their own peoples, histories, and cultures.  

Both Perez and Kihleng are young, up-and-coming native writers and scholars from 

																																																								
1 Significantly, Barclay found himself living in the Marshall Islands as a direct result 
of the strong American military presence there.  When he was 10 years old, Barclay 
and his family moved from Virginia to the Marshalls, where his father worked as an 
engineer on the “Star Wars” project, President Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative 
that developed sophisticated anti-ballistic missile technology against potential missile 
attacks from the Soviet Union and other countries (Adams). 
2 “Chamorro” is the term used to describe the indigenous peoples of the Mariana 
Islands, which includes the U.S. Unincorporated Territory of Guam, as well as the 
U.S. Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI). 
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Guam and the Federated States of Micronesia, respectively, who have published 

ambitious collections of poetry within the last several years.  Perez’s critically-

acclaimed poetry series, from unincorporated territory ([hacha] 2008, [saina] 2010, 

[guma’] 2014), proves to be an especially ambitious project in terms of scope, as the 

author attempts to do nothing less than encompass Guam’s long and ongoing history 

of colonialism and militarization in its entirety, from pre-contact to the present.  

Through his employment of experimental “long form” techniques, I argue, Perez 

presents a revisionist history of Guam “from below,” from an indigenous Chamorro 

perspective.  In a similar way, Emelihter Kihleng’s poetry collection, My Urohs 

(2008), offers a rare account of contemporary life and culture on Pohnpei, one of the 

four island-states that make up the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), from the 

perspective of a young Pohnpeian woman.  In doing so, Kihleng’s poems prove 

instrumental in tracing some of the newest mechanisms of neocolonialism at work in 

the FSM and throughout the Pacific today. 

 As different and multifaceted as these three authors prove to be, what I’d like 

to begin to suggest here is that their works are part of a larger body of critical 

literature, history, culture, and scholarship currently coming out of Micronesia.  In this 

respect, I read Barclay, Perez, and Kihleng’s texts not as isolated, individual works, 

but rather, as a small component of an expanding field of cultural production that is 

being generated from within the region.  Moreover, in spite of their differences, the 

texts I have chosen resonate strongly with one another—thematically, historically, and 

at times even formally—and as distinct as the authors are racially and culturally, I am 
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perhaps most interested in what they have in common in terms of their depictions of 

the histories and ongoing legacies of colonialism, neocolonialism, and militarization in 

the Pacific.3  But even as I gesture towards these affinities among authors, neither 

should Barclay, Perez, and Kihleng be taken as somehow “representative” or 

“emblematic” of all Micronesian peoples or writers.  The region of Micronesia is as 

diverse culturally, linguistically, and historically as it is vast geographically, stretching 

over many thousands of miles and covering a myriad of far-flung islands and atolls; 

the task of choosing a handful of writers to define such a broad region is therefore one 

that is ultimately futile, if not, impossible.  In her poem, “The Micronesian Question,” 

taken as my epigraph above, Pohnpeian writer Emelihter Kihleng addresses this 

particular issue of regional diversity directly, interrogating the ways in which the term, 

“Micronesian,” fails to reflect the sheer multiplicity of identities, cultures, and national 

entities subsumed within it.4  As Kihleng suggests, the term is one that has been 

imposed upon Pacific Island peoples by outsiders; from the perspective of many 

Micronesians, themselves “who are not under one flag,” “who do not speak one 

tongue,” and “who do not eat the same food,” it points to a false sense of unity for a 

																																																								
3 That is to say, I am not so much interested in the project of defining an authentically 
“Micronesian literature” here, especially not one that is defined exclusively along 
racial or cultural lines, as I am in amplifying the voices and perspectives of Micronesia 
that have been silenced historically, and in demonstrating how such a perspective may 
be possible to find both in more strictly “indigenous” literatures, as well as in 
literatures that have been defined as “settler” literatures.   
4 In the next section of this chapter, I address the history of “Micronesia,” a term that 
is inextricably connected to the colonial history of “naming” in the Pacific.  In light of 
these histories, I employ “Micronesia” and “Micronesians” throughout my dissertation 
with a critical eye for the ways in which they prove invested with (and embedded in) 
these colonial legacies.   



	

 

5 

regional collectivity that does not always “want to be recognized as one.”  Kihleng’s 

incisive words address Micronesia’s diversity as much as they do the ways in which 

Micronesian peoples (and literatures) have up until recently been defined by outsiders, 

important facets of the region’s colonial history to which I will soon return.  I examine 

the works of Barclay, Perez, and Kihleng, then, not for the purposes of delineating an 

entire region or regional literature, but in order to begin to trace the contours of an 

extremely diverse group of local and indigenous Pacific Island peoples, each hailing 

from their own unique, culturally and historically specific literary (as well as oral) 

traditions.  Through a closer examination of these texts, it is my hope that the reader 

will be provided a tiny glimpse into the multitude of peoples, histories, cultural 

traditions, and literatures of Micronesia, and that it will inspire others to pursue further 

studies and inquiries into Micronesia’s richness and complexity. 

 

A Note on Terms: Critical Remappings of the Place Called Micronesia 

 Geographically speaking, Micronesia typically refers to the wide expanse 

within the northwestern Pacific that encompasses four major island groups: the 

Marianas, Carolines, Marshalls, and Gilberts.5  By all accounts, it is a region both 

broad and diverse in nature.  Occupying a swath of ocean “greater than 7 million 

																																																								
5 While it is these “major” island groups that are most commonly identified with 
Micronesia, as archaeologist Paul Rainbird is careful to point out in his book, The 
Archaeology of Micronesia, a handful of other, lesser-known islands are also 
considered part of Micronesia, as well.  These include what Rainbird terms the 
“Southwest Islands,” or the grouping of islands located to the “south-west of the Palau 
Archipelago,” as well as the four islands of Banaba, Nauru, Nukuoro, and 
Kapingamarani, which “fall outside” the aforementioned “geographically distinct 
groups,” and so are often overlooked (Rainbird, Archaeology 40).  
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square kilometers, larger in area than the USA, although the total combined land area 

is only a fraction of this at approximately 2700 square kilometers,” the expansive 

oceanic region embraces a myriad of islands, atolls, peoples, and cultures that are also 

greatly distinct from each other (Rainbird, Archaeology 38).  Anthropologists and 

other specialists of the area have long noted the many linguistic, cultural, 

geographical, and historical differences that exist within Micronesia and among 

Micronesians, even as they have also pointed to important similarities and continuities 

along these same lines.6  In his recent study of Micronesia, Traditional Micronesian 

Societies: Adaptation, Integration, and Political Organization (2009), anthropologist 

and Pacific Island scholar Glenn Petersen affirms the way in which the region 

continues to embody this tremendous internal diversity today.  Citing numerous 

examples from throughout Micronesia and its various sub-regions, Petersen writes, 

The problems that we encounter in generalizing about Micronesia as a 
whole are equally apparent when we look closely at what seem to be 
discrete local cultures within the broader sweep of the islands.  While a 
continuum of language, culture, and family ties spans the low islands 
between Yap and Chuuk, for instance, the peoples of the eastern and 
western islands in Chuuk Lagoon also argue sometimes that they are 
distinct.  The atolls between Pohnpei and Kosrae have been influenced 
by both of those larger islands, but also by voyagers from the Marshalls 
and Kiribati, with whom they share similar environments.  The Ralik 
and Radak chains of the Marshalls are distinct enough from one another 
to have separate names, but the lives of those in the islands in the south 
of both chains resemble one another more than they do those in the 
chains’ northernmost islands.  The peoples of Butaritari and Makin in 
northern Kiribati are more like their neighbors in the southern 

																																																								
6 For instance, see anthropologist William H. Alkire’s An Introduction to the Peoples 
and Cultures of Micronesia, in which the author demonstrates Micronesia’s diversity 
through his individual discussion and treatment of different geographical groupings 
within the wider region.  See also J. C. Campbell’s A History of the Pacific Islands 
and Douglas Oliver’s Oceania, Volume 2.  
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Marshalls in their social organization (though not their language) than 
they are like the southern Kiribati peoples.  And then, of course, there 
are what can be called the outliers.  In the same way that Polynesian 
voyagers occupied islands outside of the area known as Polynesia 
(including Nukuora and Kapingamarangi south of Pohnpei), the low 
islands to the southwest of Palau are entirely Central Carolinian in their 
affiliations, while Nui, near the center of Polynesian Tuvalu, is 
populated by people of Kiribati ancestry. (Traditional Micronesian 
Societies 17) 
 

According to Petersen, the “problems” one encounters in “generalizing about 

Micronesia as a whole” stem precisely from the many “discrete local cultures” to be 

found within “the broader sweep of the islands.”  As Petersen proceeds to discuss, this 

diversity is also closely connected to the long and continuing legacy of “mobility” of 

indigenous peoples and cultures within the region, dating back to pre-contact times.  

Largely as a result of this mobility, Petersen continues, “the region can be understood 

only in terms of continual interchange, intermixing, and diffusion of linguistic, social, 

and cultural characteristics” (Traditional Micronesian Societies 17).  These ideas 

resonate, once again, with those explored in Kihleng’s poem, “The Micronesian 

Question,” excerpted in the epigraph to this chapter and discussed earlier, in which 

Kihleng expresses her own reservations with the term in reflecting the area’s 

tremendous diversity and particularity. 

 It is at least in part because of this issue of diversity that some scholars have 

been led to question the continued “salience” of “Micronesia,” both as a “coherent” 

term and “unified” geographical or culture area.  Some of this discussion began within 

the fields of anthropology, archaeology, and ethnology, as specialists within these 

disciplines struggled to negotiate the region’s similarities and differences.  However, 
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in recent years there has been renewed debate over the term’s usefulness, unfolding 

from within the still evolving field of Pacific Island studies, a discipline that has been 

actively working to “decolonize” its methodologies.7  Most notably, David Hanlon, an 

esteemed Pacific Island historian who has published extensively on Pohnpeian and 

Micronesian histories and cultures, has been at the forefront of much of this debate.  In 

a series of critical essays, Hanlon has not only interrogated the continued use of 

“Micronesia,” but has also argued convincingly for the ways in which the term is the 

product of a deeply colonial and colonizing legacy of “naming.”8  Through the 

investigation Hanlon provides of this “colonially-informed” history, he foregrounds 

the “arbitrary” and “artificial” qualities of the term, which reveals far more about 

Micronesia’s colonial influences and occupiers than it does about its indigenous 

peoples.   

As we learn from Hanlon, the term “Micronesia” first came into being in Paris 

in 1831 through the efforts of French geographer Gregoire-Louis Domeny de Rienzi.  

In a speech given before the Société de Géographie, de Rienzi proposed the division of 

Oceania into five regions, which included a “not altogether legible word with the 

																																																								
7 See Glenn Petersen’s Traditional Micronesian Societies and Paul Rainbird’s The 
Archaeology of Micronesia for their useful overviews of past and present debates 
surrounding usage of the term.  See also Rainbird’s essay, “Taking the Tapu: Defining 
Micronesia by Absence.” 
8 For one of the earliest articles in which he critically engages with the term, see 
Hanlon’s “Micronesia: Writing and Rewriting the Histories of a Nonentity” (1989).  
See also Hanlon’s chapter, “Magellan’s Chroniclers? American Anthropology’s 
History in Micronesia,” published in the collection American Anthropology in 
Micronesia, edited by Robert Kiste and Mac Marshall (1999), and most recently, 
Hanlon’s article, “The ‘Sea of Little Lands’: Examining Micronesia’s Place in ‘Our 
Sea of Islands,’” published in The Contemporary Pacific (2009). 
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prefix micro,” later to become “Micronesia” (Hanlon, “Sea” 93).  According to de 

Rienzi’s schema, which was based in part upon his attempts to categorize the region 

according to differences in skin color, as well as according to differing practices of 

“sexual license” and “taboo,” “Micronesia encompassed the uninhabited islands west 

of Hawai‘i, south and east of Japan, north and east of the Marianas, and north of the 

Carolines,” as well as the islands of Midway, Johnston, Wake, and the Bonin and 

Volcano island groups (Hanlon, “Sea” 93).  In this respect, de Rienzi’s Micronesia 

looked very different than what we now know as Micronesia.  A year later in 1832, 

Dumont d’Urville, who would become known for his “racially based distinctions 

between copper-skinned and dark-skinned people,” would revise de Rienzi’s 

geographical boundaries.  D’Urville’s Micronesia would look a bit closer to the 

Micronesia of today, encompassing the Carolines, Gilberts, and Marshalls, and just as 

de Rienzi would attempt to classify according to perceived distinctions of race and 

culture, d’Urville too would attempt to define Micronesians along these lines, 

describing them as “light or copper-skinned like Polynesians,” but also “distinguished 

from Polynesia by the absence of the practice of taboo and also by the lack of a 

common language” (Hanlon, “Sea” 94).  Hanlon’s recounting of this history of 

naming points, on the one hand, to the arbitrary qualities of Micronesia’s geographical 

(and cultural) boundaries, which would continue to shift over time; even more 

importantly, however, it highlights the way in which Micronesia’s naming and 

creation as an entity was imposed upon the region and its peoples by outsiders.  As the 
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author proceeds to explain, not only was Dumont d’Urville clearly a foreigner with 

respect to the region and its peoples, but he actually lacked 

any extended contact or experience with the islands about which he 
wrote.  In essence, Micronesia was named and described from a 
distance, and long before it was ethnographically researched.  D’Urville 
had only landed at Chuuk and Guam.  He drew his characterization of 
Palau largely from a popular account of the wreck of the English packet 
Antelope there in 1783.  In other instances, d’Urville employed 
offshore impressions, fragments of recorded conversations, and 
colonial reports to fashion culturally descriptive accounts of the rest of 
the Caroline and Mariana Islands. (Hanlon, “Sea” 94)  
  

Through the counter-historiography of d’Urville, a foreigner who possessed little to no 

concrete knowledge or experience with the islands, Hanlon underscores Micronesia’s 

essential constructedness and artificiality.  Significantly, d’Urville’s cultural 

fashioning of the region, taken from sources ranging from “a popular account” of a 

shipwreck, to “offshore impressions” and “colonial reports,” also resonates strongly 

with the kinds of Orientalist imaginings of colonial outposts, peoples and cultures, 

similarly constructed and reified by dominant colonial (as well as highly racialized) 

discourses, that came to define entire portions of the globe, as depicted by Edward 

Said in his seminal work, Orientalism.9  As Hanlon further demonstrates, d’Urville (as 

																																																								
9 It is precisely this extensive “archive” of cultural imaginings of the Pacific that is the 
subject of Paul Lyons’ American Pacificism: Oceania in the U.S. Imagination (2006).  
For Lyons, a well-respected Pacific Island literary scholar, the term “American 
Pacificism,” not unlike Said’s own “Orientalism,” refers to the multiple and varied 
colonial forms of representation of the Pacific that have collected and gained strength 
over time, to define the Pacific and Pacific Islanders.  While acknowledging the ways 
in which his work vitally builds upon Said’s earlier formulations, however, Lyons also 
points to the ways in which “American Pacificism” proves an entirely separate and 
distinct cultural and historical formation.  He writes, “In critiquing the American 
Pacific archive through the category of American Pacificism, I insist upon an Oceania-
specific definition of U.S. encounters in Oceania in the context of nation- and empire-
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well as de Rienzi’s) formulations were intimately bound up with broader discourses of 

race dominant at the time, which positioned the “copper” and “dark-skinned” Pacific 

Islanders as inferior to Europeans.  In this way, we see how European scientific 

endeavors of “naming” and “categorization” also proved deeply complicit with such 

racial discourses, through which European colonial ventures served to operate and 

justify themselves, as well.  Hanlon further alludes to the subsequent generations of 

Europeans, Americans, and other foreign colonial forces and individuals who would 

make similar kinds of generalizations about the region and its peoples, often in ways 

that coincided with their own motives and interests.  He writes, “At times over the last 

century and a half, missionaries, traders, colonial officials, writers, social scientists, 

and modern-day island politicians have all employed the term to designate the 

physical boundaries of their work or interests.  Indicative of only the grossest 

geographical ordering of the area, the term ‘Micronesia’ actually reveals far more 

about Euro-American society’s concerns for a neat, manageable, efficient, and logical 

ordering of the world” (Hanlon, “Micronesia” 2).  For all of these reasons, Hanlon 

concludes, “Micronesia is, in many ways, a nonentity,” an “alien construct,” that “has 

existed only in the minds of people from the outside who have sought to create an 

administrative entity for purposes of control and rule” (“Micronesia” 1-2). 

																																																																																																																																																																
building.  In this analysis, the European Pacificisms that precede and inform U.S. 
image/knowledge-formation about Oceania—such as those analyzed in works such as 
Bernard Smith’s European Vision and the South Pacific (1960) and Rod Edmonds’ 
Representing the South Pacific (1997)—are reinflected and acquire new resonances in 
relation to U.S. socio-political formations” (Lyons 38). 
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 If Hanlon has been one of the most vocal in debates over the place called 

“Micronesia,” by no means has he been alone.  Paul Rainbird, a reputed Pacific Island 

archaeologist (whose research Hanlon cites in support of his own), has also hinted at 

the limits of the term.  Questioning the existence of a “cohesive ‘Micronesian 

culture,’” Rainbird has insisted upon the region’s diversity, multiplicity, and fluidity, 

also referring to the region as a “conceptual construct reified by a line on the map” 

(“Prehistory” 296).10  Building on Hanlon’s critiques of the “inherent taint of 

colonialism that has falsely bound these islands together,” Rainbird too acknowledges 

a need for the region’s refiguring and increasing “self-definition,” to reflect 

“Indigenous understandings of the region” in place of the colonial terms, meanings, 

and understandings imposed upon the islands in the past (“Taking” 247).  As far as 

what these new terms and internal definitions might look like, Rainbird turns to the 

work of a few contemporary indigenous Pacific Island scholars, who have critically 

intervened in the debate over Micronesia.  In their essay, “Native Pacific Cultural 

Studies on the Edge,” Pacific Island scholars Vicente M. Diaz and J. Kehaulani 

Kauanui have called for increasingly specific, indigenous, and “localized” identities 

and cultural terms in place of “Micronesia.”  Detailing just a few of the many 

culturally specific identities that exist within the region, Diaz and Kauanui write,  

																																																								
10 “If, indeed, we can speak of a Micronesian ‘region’ in any meaningful sense” 
(“Taking” 237), Rainbird asserts, “It may be necessary to maintain the term 
‘Micronesia’ as a shorthand for the region, without implying cultural homogeneity of 
the residents or diachronic maintenance of the boundaries, accepting the fluidity of 
boundaries and the necessity of allowing for the comparable method to tease out 
similarities and differences” (“Taking” 250).   
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Using two examples from the region misnamed “Micronesia,” we find 
that Chamorros of the Mariana Islands refer to themselves as Taotao 
Tano (people of the land) amid the majority of nonindigenous residents 
of that archipelago, while atoll dwellers from the central Carolines 
prefer to distinguish themselves from their relatives in the high islands 
as Re Metau (people of the sea).  Interestingly, “high islanders,” such as 
those who reside on the bigger islands in the Chuuk Lagoon, sometimes 
invert the originary category by referring to the Re Metau as 
“Islanders.”  In addition to these regional names, there are highly 
localized and politicized distinctions within each.  For example, some 
Chamorros of Guam distinguish between the Taotao Tatte (people of 
the south) and those from elsewhere on the island, or between those 
who have remained, and the po-asu, who have grown up elsewhere.  
Among the Re Metau there is a distinction between those who have 
“remained” (in the seafaring atolls!) and the Refalawasch, who have 
settled the islands of the Northern Marianas since the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries.  In the Northern Marianas, the Refalawasch 
further distinguish themselves in fundamental terms of different 
voyaging histories and genealogical ties to the central Carolines.  In the 
Northern Marianas, as elsewhere across the Pacific, the strong links 
between identity and land become especially charged in colonial 
contexts.  For example, some Refalawasch claim taotao tano status on 
the basis of having settled these islands before the Chamorros began to 
return after their forced removal to the southern island of Guam by 
Spanish conquistadors in the seventeenth century.  Such fine and often 
highly contested particularities of Islander identification with the land 
can be found across the Pacific. (319) 
 

We see that Diaz and Kauanui’s proposed solution to the problematics of the term 

would be to look to the various local modes of self-identification already determined 

by the indigenous peoples of the region.  For the authors, such highly localized terms 

as “Taotao Tano” and “Re Matau” not only reflect the region’s particularities with 

greater accuracy, but also prioritize indigenous experiences and perspectives over the 

colonialist perceptions that held sway in the past.  

Each of these scholarly critiques would suggest the need for redefined 

concepts, if not altogether new terminology, to describe the place called Micronesia.  



	

 

14 

As both Hanlon and Rainbird have usefully illuminated, the term has been the product 

of a long, colonially-invested legacy of naming, from which it cannot easily be 

separated; furthermore, the “taint of colonialism” that haunts Micronesia is one that 

lingers on into the present.  For instance, within many of the relatively new 

Micronesian diasporic communities that have formed in different parts of the U.S., 

such as those scattered throughout the state of Hawai‘i, the terms “Micronesia” and 

“Micronesian” carry largely negative associations.11  In sites such as these, where 

many Micronesians suffer poverty, homelessness, and institutionalized racism, 

“Micronesian” has often taken on derogatory connotations, even employed as a racial 

slur.  Given this overarching context, it is perhaps not surprising that some have 

proposed discarding the term altogether. 

In this dissertation, I employ the terms “Micronesia” and “Micronesian” 

provisionally, with a critical awareness of the ways in which they continue to be 

troubled by the complexities of the aforementioned colonial legacies and 

controversies.  At the same time, however, neither do I advocate replacing them 

altogether with the kinds of highly localized identities proposed by Diaz and Kauanui.  

While these identities certainly bear a closer, more organic relationship to the 

																																																								
11 See chapter three of this dissertation, in which I document the historical and 
economic forces that have compelled large numbers of Micronesians to leave their 
home islands, most for Hawai‘i, Guam, and assorted communities throughout the 
continental U.S.  As I discuss, the Compact of Free Association Agreements—
negotiated between the U.S. and the FSM in 1986 and 2001—which granted 
Micronesians “free” entry to the United States as one of its key terms, encouraged 
many Micronesians to relocate to the U.S. in search of greater economic opportunity.  
However, as so many other new migrant groups have experienced in the past, 
Micronesian individuals and families were often met with a much harsher reality. 
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indigenous communities out of which they arise, they also risk moving away from the 

forms of solidarity and political power afforded by a broader regional collectivity.  As 

Diaz and Kauanui have themselves suggested, these “fine and often highly contested 

particularities of Islander identification” may come at a cost, leading to potential 

rivalries and divisions between islanders.  In their privileging of differences over 

commonalities, I would add, such localized divisions may also have the effect of 

discouraging powerful cultural and historical connections between different parts of 

the region, connections that could serve a potentially galvanizing function for the 

region and its indigenous peoples.  As Glenn Petersen has convincingly argued, as 

diverse as they are as a peoples, Micronesians also share much in common, exhibiting 

a host of important cultural, geographical, linguistic, and historical overlaps.12  One of 

the most powerful of these overlaps has been the indelible impact left by colonialism 

and militarization on much of the region and its peoples, and conversely, the multiple 

and powerful forms of resistance Micronesians have demonstrated and continue to 

demonstrate in response.  With these historical connections in mind, and especially 

considering the ways in which colonialism has historically benefitted from the internal 

division of indigenous peoples, it would seem that the power afforded by a broader 

regional and cultural identity would be more important than ever.  Rather than simply 

																																																								
12 See Petersen’s Traditional Micronesian Societies for his arguments about the 
specific cultural characteristics that link Micronesians as a peoples, and which may 
serve as the basis for a broader regional collectivity.  In his research, Petersen points to 
a shared kinship system based on matrilineally-ordered, conical clans as well as the 
widespread practicing of a “breadfruit culture” within many parts of the region.  
Against Hanlon and others, Petersen argues for the continued salience of the term to 
refer to the region, adding that the debate over the term “seems to be largely 
‘academic,’ in the worst sense of the term” (Traditional Micronesian Societies 13). 
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continuing to employ “Micronesia” either for pragmatic purposes, or else, for strictly 

cultural reasons (as several have done before me), then, an underlying objective of this 

dissertation is to explore the possibilities of reclaiming the term as a means of 

strengthening and re-suturing the broader “Micronesian” community together.  Not 

unlike the “Pacific Way” political movement of the 1970s, which sought to unify 

Pacific peoples along cultural, historical, and political lines or, more recently, Tongan 

scholar, Epeli Hau‘ofa’s, strategic envisioning of an “Oceanic” identity, perhaps 

“Micronesia,” too, may be productively reclaimed and redeployed in order to help 

unify, empower, and mobilize the indigenous peoples of Micronesia as a collectivity 

in the face of the contemporary neocolonial forces threatening it.13 

 

 

																																																								
13 In Postcolonial Pacific Writing (2004), Pacific and Maori literary scholar, Michelle 
Keown, discusses how the “Pacific Way” movement of the 1970s arose out of “a sense 
of shared experience of colonialism and neo-colonialism among Pacific Island 
cultures” (4).  While at first, organizers and participants “recognized ‘the commonality 
in development problems that required a unity in cooperation’ in order to combat ‘a 
common foe, the colonial powers,’” according to Keown, the movement ultimately 
proved a “shallow ideology” in that it was soon “swept away by the rising tide of 
disunity of the 1980s” (Postcolonial Pacific Writing 4).  In her later work, Pacific 
Islands Writing: The Postcolonial Literatures of Aotearoa/New Zealand and Oceania 
(2007), Keown has suggested that Hau‘ofa’s more recent formulation of a collective 
“Oceanic” identity and consciousness has been more successful in uniting Pacific 
Islanders.  According to Keown, “In elaborating on the interconnectedness of islands 
and oceans, Hau‘ofa has proposed the development of a regional ‘Oceanic’ politico-
ideological identity which will not only help to unite and protect Pacific Islanders 
against the vicissitudes of global capitalism and climate change, but will also serve as 
a source of inspiration to contemporary Pacific artists and creative writers” (Pacific 
Islands Writing 4).  For more on Hau‘ofa’s original formulations, see his essay, “Our 
Sea of Islands,” included in the collection, A New Oceania: Rediscovering Our Sea of 
Islands (1993), edited by Eric Waddell, Vijay Naidu, and Epeli Hau‘ofa; see also 
Hau‘ofa’s article, “The Ocean In Us” (1998), published in The Contemporary Pacific.  
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A Delayed Micronesian Renaissance? 

 Like other indigenous peoples around the world whose histories have been 

impacted by colonialism, Pacific Island peoples have been confronted with the effects 

of colonialism in nearly every aspect of their lives; this has included Pacific Islanders’ 

literary and cultural traditions.  As a result of this particular facet of colonialism, up 

until fairly recently, the majority of literatures produced about the Pacific were written 

not by Pacific Island peoples, but by outsiders to the region.  As numerous scholars 

have foregrounded before me, such dominant literary and cultural representations of 

the Pacific have tended to perpetuate certain “stereotypes” or “mythologies” about the 

Pacific and of Pacific Islanders that bear little resemblance to the actual places and 

peoples presumably depicted; within many works of so-called “Pacific literature,” for 

instance, Pacific Islanders have figured as exotic “others,” if not romanticized as 

“noble savages,” then demonized as “heathens,” “cannibals,” or “sexual deviants” in 

need of western religion and/or civilization.14  Samoan author and scholar, Albert 

Wendt, who has not only published extensively on the subject of Pacific Island 

literature, but who has also been one of its most important contributors, has described 

this body of literature that has historically dominated representations of the Pacific as 

																																																								
14 In his introduction to the collection, Inside Out: Literature, Cultural Politics, and 
Identity in the New Pacific, co-edited with Vilsoni Hereniko, Pacific literary critic, 
Rob Wilson, employs the term, “Pacific Orientalism,” to describe the kinds of 
pervasive images, stereotypes, and mythologies that have been perpetuated about the 
Pacific, largely (though not wholly) through the medium of literature and other 
cultural forms.  See also chapter one of Literary Representations in Western 
Polynesia: Colonialism and Indigeneity, by Samoan literary scholar, Sina Va‘ai, for 
her overview of the role European literatures have played in perpetuating a range of 
images and stereotypes about Pacific Island peoples. 
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“colonial literature.”  In the introduction to his edited collection, Nuanua: Pacific 

Writing in English since 1980, Wendt writes, 

Colonial literature (fiction, non-fiction, poetry and drama) was part and 
parcel of the arrogant process of colonialism in which we were viewed 
as part of the fauna and flora, to be studied, erased, ‘saved’, 
domesticated, ‘civilised’ or ‘developed’.  We were viewed almost 
wholly from a Eurocentric perspective.  That literature was by 
Europeans who had supposedly ‘discovered’ us and the islands we had 
discovered and settled over hundreds of years; they were traders, 
missionaries, colonial administrators, development experts, journalists, 
novelists, poets, anthropologists, literary critics and papalagi settlers 
and their descendants.  Colonial literature assumed, whether 
consciously or unconsciously, that the coloniser’s language was 
superior to ours and part of saving and civilizing us was therefore to 
convert us to that language. . . . If we appeared at all in colonial poetry 
and fiction we were seen as exotic, as peripheral, as ‘extras’ in the epic, 
as stereotypes or as noble and heroic forms of escape.  In non-fiction 
we were specimens to be studied and analysed.  The histories written 
about us were really about the colonisers and their activities among us.  
Much colonial literature justified the very process of colonialism and 
our conversion to progress and development! (2)  
 

Here, Wendt not only points to the ways in which Pacific “colonial literatures” 

reflected more about the foreign individuals and colonizing forces representing the 

Pacific than about Pacific Islanders, but also how these literatures constituted an 

important form of colonialism, unto itself, by perpetuating powerful ideologies and 

discourses that functioned in support of colonial projects.  According to such 

ideologies, through which indigenous Pacific Islanders were figured as “inferior” to 

Europeans, Pacific Islanders’ languages and cultures were also deemed inferior, and it 

was up to the colonizers to bestow their own languages, cultures, and literatures upon 

the colonized. 
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It was partly in response to these various colonial legacies that, during the 

1960s and 1970s, Pacific Island writers and artists began producing their own new and 

distinctly indigenous literary and cultural traditions.15  During this period, the Pacific 

Islands region—which Hau‘ofa, Wendt, and others have since critically reclaimed as 

“Oceania”—experienced an outpouring of creative expression, as numerous writers, 

poets, and artists from within the region began creating their own works of art and 

literature.  In his seminal essay, “Towards A New Oceania,” Wendt describes the 

beginnings of this Oceanic literary and cultural “renaissance,” writing,  

In the last few years what can be called a South Pacific literature has 
started to blossom.  In New Zealand, Alistair Campbell, of Cook Island 
descent, is acknowledged as a major poet; three Maori writers—Hone 
Tuwhare (poet), Witi Ihimaera (novelist), and Patricia Grace (short 
stories) have become extremely well-known.  In Australia, the 
aboriginal poets Kathy Walker and Jack Davis continue to plot the 
suffering of their people.  In Papua New Guinea, The Crocodile by 
Vincent Eri—the first Papuan novel to be published—has already 
become a minor classic.  Also in that country, poets such as John 

																																																								
15 When I speak of the “new” traditions of indigenous art and literature that were being 
created, this is, of course, not to say that Pacific Island peoples lacked a prior tradition 
of art and culture.  In fact, as Native Hawaiian literary scholar, ku‘ualoha 
ho‘omanawanui, reminds us in her essay, “I Ka ‘Ōlelo Ke Ola, In Words Is Life: 
Imagining the Future of Indigenous Literatures,” Pacific Island peoples hail from a 
long and vibrant tradition of “poetry and arts” that stretches back in time long before 
the colonial period.  In the specific context of pre-contact Hawai‘i, for instance, Native 
Hawaiians are known for their composition of beautiful and complex mele (song), oli 
(chant), and mo‘olelo (stories, histories, narrative, literature), passed down from 
generation to generation through oral tradition.  Hula (dance) was also an important 
art form as well as cultural and spiritual practice.  It is also important to note how the 
Pacific Island writers and artists of the sixties and seventies alluded to these older 
traditions in their work in an effort to remember and reclaim those indigenous cultural 
traditions and elements that had been forgotten.  In this respect, the proliferation of 
indigenous Pacific art and literature during this period might be better understood as 
not utterly “new,” but as a kind of resurgence of a much longer tradition of Pacific 
Island creativity that had been temporarily set back by colonialism’s failed attempts to 
debase these traditions. 
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Kasaipwalova, Kumalau Tawali, Alan Natachee, and Apisai Enos, and 
playwrights like Arthur Jawodimbari are publishing some powerful 
work.  Papua New Guinea has established a very forward looking 
Creative Arts Centre, which is acting as a catalyst in the expressive arts 
movement, a travelling theatre, and an Institute of Papua New Guinea 
Studies.  KOVAVE Magazine, put out by a group of Papua New 
Guinea writers, is already a respected literary journal. (59) 
 

As Wendt depicts, the late sixties and early seventies not only saw the publication of 

some of the most well-respected works of Pacific Island literature, considered 

“classics” today, but also the emergence of new organizations and literary 

publications, such as the South Pacific Creative Arts Society and Mana Review (of 

which Wendt, himself, was a founding member), that would be crucial in nurturing the 

future growth of indigenous Pacific writing and creativity.  In addition to the particular 

sites throughout the South Pacific addressed, other parts of Oceania also witnessed 

their own explosions of literary and artistic activity.  In Hawai‘i, which would soon 

become a hub of indigenous Pacific creativity, prominent Native Hawaiian poets and 

writers such as Haunani-Kay Trask, Joe Balaz, ‘Īmaikalani Kalāhele, Mahealani 

Kamau‘u, Wayne Kaumualii Westlake, and Dana Naone Hall emerged out of the 

Hawaiian renaissance of the 1960s-1980s.16  As Wendt is also careful to foreground, 

these creative and artistic “movements” were not confined to the realm of culture, but 

were closely connected to larger political and anti-colonial struggles being waged.  In 

																																																								
16 ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui describes the Hawaiian renaissance of the 1960s-1980s 
as a widespread cultural renaissance and movement that manifested not only in terms 
of an upsurge in literary production but also in many other cultural and artistic forms.  
According to ho‘omanawanui, “A renewed interest in Hawaiian language, music, 
chant, and hula blossomed once again, Hōkūle‘a, the first modern double-hulled long 
distance voyaging canoe based on traditional Polynesian designs was built, traditional 
navigation without modern instruments was relearned, land rights issues spawned calls 
for Hawaiian sovereignty, and Hawaiian literary arts flourished once again” (678). 
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the wake of widespread resistance movements fought by a host of colonized peoples 

throughout the world, the decades leading up to the sixties and seventies saw many of 

these formerly colonized nations and peoples attain political independence from their 

occupiers for the first time.  Inspired and learning in part from these “anti-colonial 

struggles in Ireland, Africa, the Caribbean, and India,” as well as the “civil rights 

movement in the United States, the international student protest movement and the 

opposition to the Vietnam War,” Pacific Islanders, confronted with their own similar 

histories and contexts of colonialism, began waging their own struggles for 

decolonization and political independence (Wendt, Nuanua 2).  Wendt writes, “It is 

not surprising that our literature began and gained euphoric power and mana within 

and alongside the movements for political independence in our region; movements 

which worked to decolonise our countries and to forge national identities rooted firmly 

in our own ways of life and in our own pasts.  Post-colonial literature was part of the 

drive for roots, cultural revival and rebirth” (Nuanua 3).  In this respect, the new 

“Oceanian” literatures, being created by and about Pacific Islanders, were not just 

emerging out of these local and global movements, but were a crucial part of Pacific 

Island struggles for decolonization and self-determination.  By creating their own 

“new” Oceanian literatures and cultures, as well as by reclaiming many of their 

cultural traditions of the past, traditions that had previously been denigrated by the 

colonizers, Pacific Islanders vitally contributed to political and anti-colonial struggles 

waged in their islands to restore and empower their own nations, peoples, and cultures. 
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 It is in view of these cultural and sociopolitical contexts that it seems 

especially significant to consider the extent to which Micronesian literatures have been 

historically underrepresented, if not largely absent from, the contemporary corpus of 

indigenous Oceanian literatures.  Indeed, within the now extensive body of literatures 

that have emerged out of the Pacific Island renaissance—a renaissance that in many 

parts of the Pacific remains ongoing—there is a noticeable dearth of texts produced by 

and about Micronesians, especially in comparison to other parts of Oceania, and this is 

a tendency that persists today.  One need look no further than the multiple anthologies 

of Pacific Island literature that have been collected and published to note these 

discrepancies.  In three of the most celebrated collections of Pacific Island literature 

and poetry, Lali: A Pacific Anthology (1980), Nuanua: Pacific Writing in English 

Since 1980 (1995), and Whetu Moana: Contemporary Polynesian Poems in English 

(2003), writers and poets from throughout Polynesia and Melanesia are featured 

almost exclusively (with Micronesia represented through just a few token writers from 

the islands of Kiribati); in Whetu Moana, the most recent of the three collections, the 

islands of Micronesia are overlooked altogether.17  If Micronesian writers are often 

																																																								
17 One of the exceptions to this tendency is the collection, Te Rau Maire: Poems and 
Stories of the Pacific (1992), co-edited by respected Pacific Island writers and 
scholars, Marjorie Tuainekore Crocombe, Ron Crocombe, Kauraka Kauraka, and 
Makiuti Tongia.  In addition to Samoa, the Cook Islands, Fiji, New Zealand, and 
Papua New Guinea, among others, the collection also features a selection of poetry 
and short stories written by authors from throughout Micronesia, including Palau 
(Belau), Guam, the Northern Marianas, and the Marshall Islands.  However, compared 
to the other aforementioned collections, Te Rau Maire seems to be lesser known, as 
well as less widely taught within high school and college classrooms in Hawai‘i (by 
my own observations).  The writers showcased in Te Rau Maire also tend to be less 
established than the Pacific Island writers featured in the other collections. 
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absent from these collections, it is authors from other parts of the Pacific, namely 

Samoa, New Zealand, Hawai‘i, Papua New Guinea, and the Cook Islands that are 

overrepresented.  In his essay, “The ‘Sea of Little Lands’: Examining Micronesia’s 

Place in ‘Our Sea of Islands,’” Pacific Island historian and scholar, David Hanlon, 

addresses this historical imbalance in Pacific Island literature, also describing 

Micronesia’s place within the wider Pacific and within Pacific Studies in terms of an 

“absence.”  According to Hanlon, while “the 1960s witnessed the beginnings of a 

writing back against colonial silencing in the regions called Melanesia and Polynesia,” 

by comparison, “Micronesia remains largely quiet and unacknowledged in American 

literary imagings of the Pacific”; “more importantly,” he continues, “there exist 

precious few writings by the people called Micronesians” (Hanlon, “Sea” 99).  For 

Hanlon, the reasons for these absences are multiple and complex, and tied into the 

legacy of colonialism in Micronesia.  He writes,  

The reasons for the lack of a local literature are many, and include 
variation in the educational policies of the region’s different colonizing 
groups.  Of particular importance are the debates among US colonial 
officials in the 1950s and 1960s over the role of culture and vernacular 
languages in the Islands’ elementary and secondary schools (Peacock 
1990).  These debates were resolved in favor of a flawed, 
predominantly English-language based curriculum that encouraged not 
creative expression but a basic, utilitarian competency.  What remained 
paramount and consistent throughout were the strategic interests of the 
United States.  The educational systems that have developed in the 
different political entities that now make up the region struggle with 
this colonial legacy. (Hanlon, “Sea” 99)   
 

Chamorro poet and scholar, Craig Santos Perez, whose work I examine at length in 

this dissertation, has similarly identified a general lack of educational and institutional 

support for Micronesian writers as one of the key reasons for their absence.  In his 
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essay, “Singing Forwards and Backwards: Ancestral and Contemporary Chamorro 

Poetics,” Perez, focusing on the specific context of Guåhan (Guam), discusses how 

Chamorro writers failed to emerge out of the Pacific renaissance of the 1960s-1980s, 

due to this lack of support.  Perez writes,  

Although American cultural imperialism has successfully endangered 
the Chamorro language, thus gutting the heart of the tsamorita 
tradition, the colonial educational institutions also stunted the growth of 
a contemporary Chamorro written poetry.  Guåhan’s educational 
institutions “never supported the arts in a manner comparable to the 
University of the South Pacific or the University of Papua New 
Guinea” (Nero, 256), two institutions that played key roles in 
encouraging Pacific literary production during the height of 
decolonization in the Pacific from 1960s to the 1980s.  Of the ten 
literature courses offered at the University of Guam, only one focused 
on “Literature of Guam, Micronesia, & the Pacific” was offered every 
other year (Skinner, 3).  Although a plethora of publishing 
opportunities emerged for other Pacific writers, only Storyboard: A 
Journal of Pacific Imagery (published intermittently between 1991-
2001, 2006, and 2009) created a viable space for Chamorro writers. 
(“Singing” 155) 
 

According to Perez, whereas writers from other parts of the Pacific benefitted from the 

support of key institutions like the University of the South Pacific, that actively 

worked to nurture young indigenous writers and artists during the renaissance period, 

little to no such support existed for Chamorros in Guåhan.  As a result, Perez suggests, 

Chamorro creative expression, especially in the form of poetry and other imaginative 

writing, suffered, perhaps leading to a kind of “lag” in terms of the formation of an 

indigenous Chamorro creative writing tradition.18  Significantly, Perez also relates the 

																																																								
18 In support of his arguments that Chamorro poetry and literature have failed to 
blossom in comparison to other indigenous Pacific creative writing traditions, Perez 
cites a recent entry on “Chamorro literature” from The Pacific Islands: An 
Encyclopedia (2000).  In the entry, indigenous Pacific scholar Keith Camacho writes, 
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current status of Chamorro creative writing to the particular history of “American 

cultural imperialism” in Guåhan, as a result of which the Chamorro language was 

“successfully endangered,” “thus gutting the heart of the tsamorita tradition.”  In this 

way, Perez begins to draw an important correlation between the distinct legacies of 

colonialism in Guåhan (and in Micronesia as a whole), on the one hand, and its 

equally unique tradition of indigenous poetry and literature, on the other, that begs for 

further inquiry and analysis in comparison to the rest of Oceania. 

In view of this, one of the objectives of this dissertation is a deeper exploration 

of some of the possible causes of Micronesia’s relative “absence” in relationship to the 

wider Pacific.  As discussed previously, not only have there been few indigenous 

writers and artists to have emerged from Micronesia, but there continues to be 

comparatively little literary activity in the region today, especially in contrast to other 

parts of the Pacific, such as Hawai‘i, New Zealand (Aotearoa), Samoa, and the Cook 

Islands, where indigenous literary and cultural arts continue to flourish into the 21st 

century.  Perhaps not surprisingly, there have also been few literary and other 

scholarly studies, as well, and even fewer extended book-length studies that take the 

contemporary literatures and cultures of Micronesia as their primary focus.19  This 

																																																																																																																																																																
“The richest sources of Chamorro literature are to be found in oral traditions, ranging 
from legends and folk tales to a variety of musical forms”; however, “To date there are 
no established Chamorro creative writers” (qtd. in Perez, “Singing” 155). 
19 Pacific Island scholar Kimberly Kay Au has similarly pointed to the dearth of 
literary studies surrounding Micronesia.  In her unpublished paper, “An Analysis of 
Meaning, Content, and Style: Poetry from the Federated States of Micronesia,” Au 
offers rare and ground-breaking analysis of selected poetry from the FSM and Palau.  
Interestingly, the poems she considers draw from various local newspapers published 
in the islands, including some student publications written by local high school 
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dissertation aims to redress these various silences surrounding Micronesia, by, on the 

one hand, amplifying the works of three of the most influential contemporary writers 

to have emerged from the region, as well as by contributing to what will hopefully 

become an expanding body of secondary literature and other scholarly publications on 

the topic of contemporary Micronesian literature. 

However, while Micronesian literatures have been largely absent from Pacific 

Island literatures and discourses, this trend has begun to change, marking an important 

shift in terms of literary and cultural production within the region.  Beginning around 

the mid-1990s, but especially since the turn of the 21st century, there has been what 

might be described as a small surge of literary, cultural, and scholarly production and 

publication, both emerging out of, as well as centering on, the islands of Micronesia.  

Not only have a handful of authors including Barclay, Perez, and Kihleng produced 

their own works of literature and poetry depicting Micronesian life and culture “from 

within,” but there have also been a number of influential indigenous scholars who 

have arisen from various parts of the region to critically intervene in their respective 

fields and produce groundbreaking scholarly studies of Micronesia, as well.20  Guåhan 

																																																																																																																																																																
students.  I thank Koreen Nakahodo, Chaminade University professor and Ph.D. 
candidate at UH Mānoa, for sharing Au’s paper with me.  
20 Another young, up-and-coming Micronesian writer whose work must be 
acknowledged here is Kathy Jetnil-Kijiner, an indigenous poet, scholar, journalist, and 
spoken word artist from the Marshall Islands.  Jetnil-Kijiner received her Master’s 
degree from the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa in Pacific Island Studies.  In 
September 2014, she performed at the opening of the United Nations Climate Summit 
in New York.  According to Jetnil-Kijiner, “My poetry mainly focuses on raising 
awareness surrounding the issues and threats faced by my people.  Nuclear testing 
conducted in our islands, militarism, the rising sea level as a result of climate change, 
forced migration, adaptation and racism in America—these are just a few themes my 
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(Guam), in particular—one of the central and largest islands comprising the Marianas, 

and a U.S. “Unincorporated Territory”—has become an important locus of 

Micronesian literary and cultural activity.  Not only has Guåhan given rise to several 

prominent, now more established indigenous Pacific Island scholars and professors, 

including Keith Camacho, Anne Perez Hattori, and Vicente Diaz, who have published 

their own book-length scholarly studies on the histories and cultures of Guåhan,21 but 

it has also generated a whole new generation of activist and experimental Chamorro 

writers and scholars such as Craig Santos Perez and Michael Lujan Bevacqua, whose 

works critically engage with the most pressing contemporary neocolonial 

developments affecting the peoples of Guåhan today.  Most recently still, the latest 

issue of the academic publication, American Quarterly, subtitled, “Pacific Currents,” 

which explores the wider Pacific region as a special topic, features numerous new and 

cutting-edge essays on Micronesia, written by several of the writers previously 

																																																																																																																																																																
poetry touches upon” (Iep Jeltok).  See the “Afterword” to this dissertation, in which I 
further discuss Jetnil-Kijiner’s work. 
21 Keith Camacho received his Ph.D. from the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa in 2005 
in an interdisciplinary program that combined anthropology, literature, and history, 
and now holds the position of associate professor of Asian American Studies at 
UCLA.  His book, Cultures of Commemoration: The Politics of War, Memory, and 
History in the Marianas, which examines the intersections between war, memory, and 
history, was published in 2011 by UH Press.  Anne Perez Hattori, who also earned a 
Ph.D. in Pacific history from UH Mānoa in 1999, is currently associate professor of 
Pacific history at the University of Guam.  In 2004, Hattori’s doctoral research was 
published as a book by UH Press, Colonial Dis-Ease: US Navy Health Policies and 
the Chamorros of Guam, 1898-1941.  Pohnpeian and Filipino scholar, Vicente M. 
Diaz, who was also born and raised on Guam, has also been especially influential in 
the contributions he has made to Micronesian and Pacific Island studies.  A professor 
of American Indian Studies and Anthropology at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, Diaz published his first book, Repositioning the Missionary: Rewriting 
the Histories of Colonialism, Native Catholicism, and Indigeneity in Guam, in 2010. 
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mentioned, including Diaz, Perez, and Bevacqua, along with other authors, as well, 

who have produced scholarship on various topics related to the islands of 

Micronesia.22 

 My working hypothesis concerning these developments—what might be 

perceived as a kind of “delayed” Micronesian literary renaissance—is that the islands 

of Micronesia, perhaps to a greater degree than other parts of the Pacific—have been 

subject to legacies of colonialism (and neocolonialism) of a particularly complex and 

persistent nature, such that processes of “decolonization,” themselves, have been 

substantially delayed.  As Pacific Island scholar, Michelle Keown, has argued in 

Pacific Islands Writing, it is often “difficult to generalize about particular trends and 

developments in Pacific literature over the last few decades,” due to the “widely 

differing forms that colonialism—and the process of decolonization—has taken across 

the Pacific region” (10).  That is to say, there has been a considerable amount of 

“unevenness” in the Pacific Islands region with regards to processes of colonialism 

and decolonization, and this unevenness, I would argue, registers in part through the 

differing legacies of indigenous literary and cultural production across the Pacific.  As 

Keown discusses, while certain parts of the Pacific, like Western Samoa, which was 

“the first Pacific nation to gain independence in 1962,” engaged in anticolonial 

																																																								
22 Published in September 2015, the special issue of American Quarterly features a 
variety of essays written by and about Micronesians, including Vicente M. Diaz’s 
“Native Pacific Studies and the Illinois Debacle: Indigeneity at the Edge of Nationalist 
Belonging and the Limits of Signification,” Craig Santos Perez’s “Transterritorial 
Currents and the Imperial Terripelago,” Alfred Peredo Flores’ “‘No Walk in the Park’: 
US Empire and the Racialization of Civilian Military Labor in Guam, 1944-1962,” 
and Tiara R. Na‘puti and Michael Lujan Bevacqua’s “Militarization and Resistance 
from Guåhan: Protecting and Defending Pågat.”  
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struggles and processes of decolonization relatively early on, other parts of the Pacific, 

including “parts of Micronesia,” did not gain political independence until the 1990s 

(Pacific Islands Writing 10).23  If, as Wendt, Keown, and others have argued, the 

contemporary indigenous literatures and cultures of the Pacific renaissance emerged in 

correlation with broader anti-colonial processes and movements taking place, then, in 

the particular case of Micronesia, how might we understand the phenomenon of the 

postponement of Micronesians’ own literary renaissance? 

  In his extensive research of Micronesia, David Hanlon has helped to illuminate 

the ways in which the particular legacies of colonialism and neocolonialism in 

Micronesia, while closely related to the legacies of other parts of the Pacific, have also 

proven distinct.  Discussing some of these characteristics, he writes, 

There has been no more colonially affected or represented region of the 
Pacific than Micronesia with its six different colonial regimes over the 
last century and a quarter.  Having been named Micronesia, these 
islands would be further distinguished by proper adjectives that 
reflected more than three centuries of formal, varied, and changing 
colonial rule.  Between 1668 and 1986, the Islands, at different times, 
would be described as Spanish, British, Australian, German, Japanese, 
and American.  British annexation in 1902 gave a different colonial 
history to the Gilberts or Kiribati, while Nauru passed from Germany to 
Australia in 1914.  Among the most dominating of these 
administrations has been that of the United States over the Caroline, 
Mariana, and Marshall Islands, an administration sanctioned by the 
United Nations and known until 1986 as the United States Trust 
Territory of the Pacific Islands. (Hanlon, “Sea” 100) 
 

																																																								
23 Likewise, in other cases, such as with Hawai‘i and Aotearoa, which bear their own 
distinct and complex legacies of colonialism, even as both Native Hawaiian and Maori 
peoples engaged in powerful anti-colonial struggles for political independence amidst 
the 1960s and 1970s, largely because of particularly contested relations with their 
respective settler communities, neither achieved full sovereignty and nationhood 
status, and these remain ongoing struggles until the present. 
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Not unlike other parts of the Pacific, one of the features of Micronesia’s colonial 

history has been its legacies of multiple and “layered” colonial occupation; unlike 

other places, however, Micronesians’ experiences of colonialism not only tend to 

reach back much further, as early as the 16th century in certain places, but have 

consisted of a perpetual “revolving door” of colonial occupiers that continues on into 

the present.24  Even more importantly, Hanlon foregrounds the period of United States 

rule over the Caroline, Mariana, and Marshall Islands as one that in many respects 

stands out from the rest, also describing the U.S. as “among the most dominating” of 

administrations.  Within the context of Micronesia’s long colonial history, the United 

States presence has not only proven most enduring, but it has also maintained an 

exceptionally powerful hold over the region, and this remains the case until today.   

Perhaps the central reason for this lasting presence has been the U.S.’s 

strategic military interests in the region, dating back to World War II (and in the case 

of Guam, to the Spanish-American War in 1898).  Since WWII, when the U.S. 

military, through direct colonial and military means, re-captured Micronesia from 

Japan, the islands have remained of vital strategic significance, particularly because of 

their proximity to Asia (and increasingly, in relationship to China).  As a result of this 

strategic value, I wish to suggest, even when many other parts of the Pacific were in 

the process of decolonizing during the 1960s and 1970s, the U.S. was able to justify its 

continued presence, essentially functioning to postpone decolonization in Micronesia 

																																																								
24 In chapter two, I discuss this particular aspect of Micronesian colonial history in 
greater depth, through my analysis of Robert Barclay’s representation of the Marshall 
Islands’ layered colonial history in Meļaļ. 
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for years and, in some cases, decades, in comparison to other parts of the Pacific.  For 

instance, whereas the Marshall Islands and Federated States of Micronesia did not gain 

independence from the U.S. until 1986, for the islands of Palau, independence came 

even later in 1994, after having been administered as a U.S. Trust Territory since 

1947.25  I contend that these differing legacies of colonialism and decolonization have 

not only had wide-reaching ramifications for the political, historical, and economic 

realities of the indigenous peoples of Micronesia, but that these important distinctions 

are also clearly discernable through the subsequent delay in its literary and cultural 

production, such that Micronesia’s own literary renaissance has only just begun in the 

last ten to fifteen years.  Through a closer examination of the particularities of 

Micronesia’s colonial and neocolonial legacies, then, another of my objectives will be 

an exploration of the complex interrelationships between literature and the various 

struggles for independence and decolonization that have taken place throughout the 

region. 

 Furthermore, as I will also foreground in this dissertation, even once many of 

the islands of Micronesia formally gained independence from the United States in the 

eighties and nineties, this “independence” was one that remained extremely limited, 

both circumscribed within the confines of the U.S.’s military needs, but also by the 

U.S.’s growing economic hold over the islands.  As I will discuss in subsequent 

chapters, the Marshall Islands and Federated States of Micronesia became independent 

																																																								
25 By contrast, the Cook Islands became self-governing in free association with New 
Zealand in 1965, Nauru became independent in 1968, Fiji and Tonga gained their 
independence in 1970, and Papua New Guinea became fully independent in 1975. 
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in 1986, through formal agreements, negotiated between each island-entity and the 

United States individually, now widely known as the Compact(s) of Free Association, 

or “Compact Agreements”; the Republic of Palau eventually entered into its own 

Compact Agreement with the U.S. in 1994.  (In the case of Guam, which bears its own 

distinctive colonial history due to the divergent history of colonialism in the Marianas, 

the island is likewise bound to the U.S. through its designation as an “unincorporated 

territory,” a related though entirely separate political relationship with the U.S. 

examined in my final chapter).  It was through this series of Compact Agreements that 

the United States purportedly offered many of the islands of Micronesia their political 

“independence” and “sovereignty” for the first time after generations of colonial rule.  

However, as David Hanlon has pointedly argued, “Despite their being touted as 

vehicles for independence, the compacts of free association seem to have offered 

Palau, the Marshalls, and the Federated States of Micronesia a constrained, almost 

neocolonial future through terms and conditions that compromise autonomy and 

national integrity in favor of continued financial assistance from the United States” 

(“Sea” 101).  According to Hanlon, these “terms and conditions” have consisted in 

part of “mutual security pacts,” through which the U.S. ensures its continued military 

use of particular sites, atolls, and islands within the region extending into “perpetuity.”  

One of the most important and strategically valuable of these sites is Kwajalein, the 

largest island comprising the Marshall Islands, where the United States currently 

operates its ballistic missiles and weapons testing facility.  In this respect, the Compact 

Agreements have not so much “freed” the islands of Micronesia, as they have worked 
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to further advance the U.S.’s military presence, justifying its ongoing military 

occupation under the “benevolent” guise of “liberating” its indigenous peoples.  

Furthermore, in exchange for the U.S.’s continued military use of these and other sites, 

under the Compact Agreements, the U.S. also commits itself to providing the islands 

of Micronesia with economic and other assistance, especially in the form of 

“generous” amounts of financial aid.  While seemingly an act of benevolence on the 

part of the U.S., purportedly intended to assist the islands in gaining their future 

economic independence, as I will also argue in this dissertation, U.S. aid has in many 

ways constituted a form of neocolonialism, by furthering relationships of economic 

dependency between Micronesia and the United States.  Not only has Micronesia 

grown increasingly dependent upon the staggering amounts of aid provided by the 

U.S., but along with the U.S.’s monetary and other forms of largesse (which have also 

historically taken the form of relief aid, especially through “colonial food”), have 

come a whole set of values, cultures, and economic understandings that up until 

recently, were foreign to Micronesian peoples.  These new, largely American and 

capitalist values, cultures, and understandings have been extremely destructive 

towards Micronesia’s indigenous cultures and ways of life, threatening to replace and 

obliterate them altogether.  In this respect, the U.S.’s Compact Agreements with 

Micronesia have functioned in a “neocolonial” manner, serving to advance new, 

insidious and largely economic forms of colonial control over Micronesia’s 

indigenous peoples. 
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 It is this particular milieu—what might be described as the late 20th and early 

21st century U.S. “neocolonial” era in Micronesia—out of which many of the literary, 

cultural, and historical texts examined in this dissertation have emerged.  I have 

chosen to focus on the particular set of texts I have because they each, in their own 

individual ways, reflect the particularities of this specific milieu, a time period 

spanning approximately the mid-1980s up until the present day.  Interestingly, these 

texts may be perceived as both the product of the political independence movements 

and processes of decolonization that occurred within Micronesia during the 1980s and 

1990s, which certainly paved the way for the surge of Micronesian creativity to come, 

as well as a critical response to the ways in which, in the wake of these struggles, the 

region has experienced an intensification of U.S. militarization and neocolonial 

processes.  The flourishing of indigenous literary production in the region, then, might 

be understood both in relationship to the political and cultural victories won as a result 

of concrete anti-colonial struggles, but also as a form of indigenous protest and 

struggle, unto itself, against the new, often economic (as well as environmental) forms 

of colonial repression developing.   

As I wish to further contend, the Micronesian literary texts examined here have 

as much to teach us about the cultural and historical specificities of the place called 

Micronesia, as they do about contemporary, cutting edge manifestations of 

neocolonialism world-wide.  By reading these texts both as cultural “symptoms” as 

well as forms of political protest against these latest mechanisms of colonialism and 

global capitalism, I argue that we may be better equipped to understand the new forms 
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of colonialism faced and resisted by indigenous peoples throughout the Pacific, and 

beyond.  In addition to what these texts may teach us about neocolonialism, they also 

may have something important to offer, in regards to the envisioning of future 

indigenous histories and counter-historiographies.  In the final section of this chapter, I 

discuss the important interventions these texts undertake in relation to the fields of 

history and indigenous historiography, concluding with a discussion of my own 

approaches to writing about literature and history. 

 

Towards Indigenous Counter-Historiographies: Reading Literature as History, 

and Other Anti-Colonial Methodologies 

 

So vast, so fabulously varied a scatter of islands, nations, cultures, mythologies 

and myths, so dazzling a creature, Oceania deserves more than an attempt at 

mundane fact; only the imagination in free flight can hope—if not to contain 

her—to grasp some of her shape, plumage, and pain.  --Albert Wendt (1976) 

 

 In her important work of indigenous scholarship, Decolonizing Methodologies: 

Research and Indigenous Peoples, Maori educator Linda Tuhiwai Smith interrogates 

the enterprise of research itself, foregrounding the ways in which much of western 

scholarship has been complicit with imperialism and its attendant colonial legacies.  

Through the critical history she provides of “western-centered” research, which has 

often operated by imposing its own colonialist (as well as empiricist) “gaze” upon 



	

 

36 

indigenous peoples, Smith discusses how many, if not all, academic disciplines and 

fields of study bear the residues of these imperial histories; furthermore, these residues 

remain discernable within the methodologies that scholars and researchers employ 

today.  For this reason, Smith writes,  

the methodologies and methods of research, the theories that inform 
them, the questions which they generate and the writing styles they 
employ, all become significant acts which need to be considered 
carefully and critically before being applied.  In other words, they need 
to be ‘decolonized.’  Decolonization, however, does not mean and has 
not meant a total rejection of all theory or research or Western 
knowledge.  Rather, it is about centring our concerns and world views 
and then coming to know and understand theory and research from our 
own perspectives and for our own purposes. (41) 
 

For Smith, if European and other western methods of research all-too-often reflected 

the colonizer’s perspectives and values, while “silencing” those of indigenous peoples, 

then, an important piece of processes of decolonization involves the need to reexamine 

our current methodologies, and to imagine new practices and sources of knowledge 

more reflective of indigenous perspectives. 

 I begin this section with these insights from Smith’s path-breaking work, in 

order to situate my own arguments about literary and historical method within broader 

discourses occurring within indigenous studies, and amongst indigenous scholars, 

concerning the necessity to “decolonize” the approaches we use when we engage in 

scholarly work.  As Smith contends, just as the long legacy of western scholarship 

reflected its own particular set of assumptions, values, and perspectives, often of an 

empiricist and positivistic bent, indigenous peoples too hail from their own unique 

cultural, spiritual, and political values and practices, and it is these distinctive 
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perspectives that must transform the new, “indigenous-centered” methodologies for 

which she calls.  However, while Smith speaks of the practice of research more 

generally, in this dissertation, I am most concerned with the disciplines of literature 

and history, and especially with how critical literary studies might help to transform 

and decolonize conventional forms of historiography.  In this respect, my overall 

methodology, while emerging primarily out of literature, is also deeply historical in 

focus, and perhaps one of its most distinctive qualities is an intentional tendency to 

“blur the lines” between literature and history. 

The field of history—both as an academic discipline but perhaps more so as a 

politicized form of narrative and representational practice—is one that has been of 

special importance to indigenous peoples and struggles for decolonization, largely due 

to the ways in which indigenous perspectives have been historically absent from 

dominant histories.  Indeed, the silencing of indigenous narratives and perspectives 

from histories has been extremely damaging for indigenous peoples, particularly in its 

attempts to erase indigenous cultures, histories, and identities from existence.  

Deprived of their own historical narratives, or else, told by the colonizer that their 

histories didn’t matter or exist, indigenous peoples, too, ceased to exist.26  In view of 

this particular legacy of colonialism, Pacific Island peoples as well as other indigenous 

peoples around the world, as a crucial part of their struggles for decolonization, called 

for the rewriting and re-visioning of historical narratives from their own perspectives.  

																																																								
26 According to Epeli Hau‘ofa, “When you view most of a people’s past as not history, 
you shorten very drastically the roots of their culture, or declare their existence 
doubtful” (“Pasts” 456). 
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Whereas conventional historiographies privileged the colonizer’s perspectives, the 

new, indigenous “counter-historiographies” would not only privilege indigenous 

narratives and versions of history, but also alternative, indigenous sources of 

knowledge.  Because of the centrality of oral narratives to indigenous world views, 

these alternative sources often included oral accounts as well as “mythologies” not 

typically considered legitimate historical sources by western historians. 

In an essay, “Pasts to Remember,” Epeli Hau‘ofa has discussed the importance 

of such historical re-visioning for Pacific Islanders, and how this process must entail a 

similar rethinking of the types of methods and sources used to “reconstruct” these new 

historiographies.27  Hau‘ofa critiques conventional historiography’s tendency to 

privilege written sources over “oral accounts.”28  According to Hau‘ofa, dominant 

historiography’s reliance upon written records—itself closely connected to traditions 

of empiricism and positivism critiqued by Smith with respect to western research—

clearly favors western colonial perspectives of history over that of indigenous peoples.  

He asserts, “As long as we rely mainly on written documents, and as long as 

Europeans, Americans, and similar others are seen to dominate our pasts as main 

actors or manipulators of local people to carry out their designs, our histories will 

remain imperial histories and narratives of passive submission to transformations, of 

																																																								
27 Hau‘ofa writes, in a statement that echoes Smith’s ideas about indigenous 
methodology cited earlier, “we Oceanians must find ways of reconstructing our pasts 
that are our own.  Non-Oceanians may construct and interpret our pasts or our present, 
but they are their constructions and interpretations, not ours” (“Pasts” 457). 
28 He writes, “Most historians, nurtured on written records and other kinds of concrete 
documentation as their primary sources, are leery of oral narratives, which they take to 
be free-floating tales disconnected from the physical world, impossible of verification, 
and therefore outside their purview” (Hau‘ofa, “Pasts” 457). 
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victimizations and fatal impacts” (Hau‘ofa, “Pasts” 458).  That is to say, if Oceanians’ 

and other indigenous versions of history are largely to be found in oral accounts and 

narratives—what Hau‘ofa terms  “ecologically based oral traditions”—then when 

written sources are privileged, indigenous histories become elided, if not reduced to 

the “footnotes of the histories of empires,” then obliterated altogether (“Pasts” 456).  

To better reflect indigenous accounts of history, Hau‘ofa suggests, we must turn to 

oral narratives and other “alternative” sources of history in the reconstruction of “new 

Pacific historiographies.” 

Vilsoni Hereniko and David Hanlon have similarly pointed to the need to 

broaden and re-envision the types of sources employed in the production of 

indigenous-centered historiographies.  Hereniko, a Rotuman scholar and filmmaker, 

has argued for the plethora of ways in which Rotumans traditionally expressed their 

histories.29  From oral stories and “gossip,” to song, dance, and “theatrical 

enactments,” to poetry, proverbs, and even the natural world, Rotumans, like many 

Oceanians, possessed multiple “repositories for the past and present” (Hereniko 79).  

These extremely diverse, largely performative types of historical forms and modes 

through which indigenous peoples expressed (and continue to express) their histories, 

stand in sharp contrast to the more restricted, “emotionally-sterile” sources employed 

by conventional historians.  Building on both Hau‘ofa and Hereniko, Hanlon has also 

argued for the need to “decenter” and “decolonize” the discipline of history, beginning 

																																																								
29 See Hereniko’s essay, “Indigenous Knowledge and Academic Imperialism,” located 
in the same volume as Hau‘ofa’s “Pasts to Remember,” Remembrance of Pacific 
Pasts: An Invitation to Remake History, edited by Robert Borofsky. 
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from its most deeply-rooted methods and practices.  He writes, “The decentering or 

decolonization of history requires, for some of us anyway, an appreciation of all of the 

different ways in which a consciousness of the past can be expressed.  History, it 

seems to me, can be sung, danced, chanted, spoken, carved, woven, painted, sculpted, 

and rapped as well as written” (Hanlon, “Beyond” 29-30).  Hanlon also turns to 

indigenous oral accounts of history, as well as to other more “imaginative” forms such 

as that of poetry and literature, as a means of better reflecting the historical 

perspectives of Oceania’s indigenous peoples. 

 In this dissertation, I seek to add to these earlier arguments regarding the 

reconstruction of a future, decolonized history of Oceania, by using my own 

background in literature to extend these insights further still.  I argue that literature, 

poetry and other imaginative forms of expression may hold a privileged place with 

respect to the new indigenous Oceanian counter-historiographies.  If, as others have 

argued before me, the deeply empiricist methods that characterize dominant 

historiography have tended to reinscribe the colonizers’ versions of history (through 

their reliance upon written records and archives ultimately of the colonizers’ 

creations), then perhaps indigenous perspectives are more likely to be found within 

alternative forms of expression less strictly “empiricist,” and more “imaginative” and 

“fantastical” in nature.  In “Towards a New Oceania,” from which the epigraph to this 

section is drawn, Albert Wendt gestures towards the importance of the imagination for 

Pacific Islanders to resist their long history of “tragic mimicry, abasement, and 

humiliation” (51).  For Wendt, the “fabulously varied” islands, peoples, and cultures 



	

 

41 

of Oceania simply cannot be contained by mere “mundane fact”; it is “only the 

imagination in free flight” that can possibly begin “to grasp some of her shape, 

plumage, and pain” (“Towards” 49).  What is perhaps most significant for our 

purposes is Wendt’s suggestion that “fantasy” or “imaginative” genres hold an 

important place within Oceanians’ anti-colonial struggles.   

For indigenous peoples, perhaps to a greater degree than others, imagination is 

also important in the sense that there are many historical events and perspectives that 

simply do not exist within the written historical record; there is no existing 

documentation to confirm that these things happened, or that these events were 

perceived as such by indigenous peoples, but this, of course, does not mean that they 

did not occur.  This is especially true of the history of indigenous resistance.  Because 

dominant history tends to preserve and valorize the “winners” of history (i.e. forces of 

colonialism, neocolonialism, and global capitalism) indigenous peoples’ acts of 

resistance more often than not go unrecorded; the exclusion of these histories only 

further reinforces the hegemony of these forces by attesting to their seeming 

inevitably.  Through the “imaginative reconstruction” of indigenous resistance, then, 

say in a work of literature or piece of poetry, it may be possible for indigenous peoples 

to recover these historical moments, re-telling and re-claiming them from their own 

perspectives, and for their own purposes.  In this way, I argue, it is sometimes only 

through supposedly “fictional” works of literature that such “real” or “true” histories 

may be validated and recalled by indigenous peoples. 
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In this dissertation, I read literature not just as an important cultural form 

through which indigenous histories are reflected and remembered, but as a vital and 

powerfully anti-colonial form of historiography, unto itself.  When dominant histories 

so often fail to incorporate indigenous perspectives in their frame of reference, I wish 

to suggest, we might look to literature and other imaginative forms to redress these 

imbalances, and to help reconstruct these untold histories from below.  In each of the 

literary texts examined here, the authors employ their respective works of poetry 

and/or literature (at least in part) in order to recover different aspects of Oceanian and 

Micronesian history that have been marginalized or repressed from dominant 

historiographies.  It is precisely the “fictional” dimension of these texts, I would argue, 

that makes such historical recovery possible.  Through the various fictional characters 

depicted in each of the texts—both “real” as well as “imagined”—the authors help us 

to perceive different facets of Micronesian life and history, through the eyes of 

indigenous Marshallese, Chamorros, and Pohnpeian peoples.  In doing so, these 

literary works vitally contribute to the creation of radical counter-historiographies of 

Micronesia.  By examining these works more closely, and especially the moments 

within each text where we might perceive marginalized perspectives of history 

articulated, it is my hope that this dissertation will help to amplify these emergent 

Micronesian voices of (neo)colonial resistance.  In this respect, like others before me, 

I read literature as an important (though ultimately representational) site of indigenous 

resistance to conditions of colonialism, neocolonialism, and global capitalism, past, 

present, and future. 
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Finally, while one of the three authors examined here explores the novel form, 

much of this dissertation centers on poetry, due to the importance of the genre with 

respect to both traditional and contemporary Micronesian cultures.  Indeed, it could be 

easily argued that the poetic genre, in fact, bears a closer connection to Micronesian 

culture, since poetry was an important part of many traditional Micronesian cultures, 

thus accounting for its ongoing contemporary importance.30  However, and as I also 

wish to illuminate, it is largely on account of the many institutional, political, and 

financial constraints of writing and publication today, that many Micronesian authors 

are prevented from pursuing other, more extended writing forms.  In contrast to the 

novel form, in particular—a form that not only requires the luxury of time to produce, 

but which is also exceedingly more difficult to get published—poetry offers a more 

flexible and accessible option for many indigenous writers, many of whom struggle 

financially to support themselves and their families.  Likewise, there are often greater 

opportunities for poets to publish their work, such as through smaller, local and 

independent presses, journals, websites, and ‘zines, with some of these even catering 

specifically to indigenous writers; through these sorts of alternative sites of 

publication, Micronesian writers are also perhaps less likely to encounter 

institutionalized racism as an obstacle towards publication.  For many of these 

reasons, I believe, Perez, Kihleng, and other Micronesian writers have turned to poetic 

forms (and other shorter forms) as a privileged genre and form of expression in recent 

years, and I foreground this phenomenon in my dissertation in order to acknowledge 

																																																								
30 Poetry might also be seen as bearing a closer connection to indigenous oral 
traditions, more generally. 
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poetry’s importance with respect to the new traditions of Micronesian literatures and 

cultures emerging from the region. 

Before turning to the poetry of Emelihter Kihleng and Craig Santos Perez, 

however, in chapter two, I begin with a historical analysis of Robert Barclay’s novel, 

Meļaļ.  The earliest of the three texts to be published, I start with Barclay’s 2002 work 

partly for chronological reasons, but also to hint at the ways in which forms of 

Micronesian writing (not to mention, the writers, themselves) may have shifted since 

the beginnings of the Micronesian renaissance.  Of the three writers examined here, 

Barclay is the only non-indigenous writer from Micronesia whose work I have chosen 

to analyze, and it is interesting to consider the ways in which, since Meļaļ’s 

publication, much of the most innovative creative writing to have come out of the 

region has been produced not by “local” writers like Barclay, but by indigenous 

authors with deeper, genealogical ties to Micronesia’s lands, cultures, and peoples.  In 

this respect, Perez and Kihleng’s subsequent works may point to the increasingly 

indigenous and anti-colonial directions and orientations that the Micronesian 

renaissance has been taking and, hopefully, as an indication of the future 

decolonization of Micronesia’s literatures, cultures, peoples, and histories still to 

come. 
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Chapter Two: 

The Compact and “Insidious” Forms of U.S. Neocolonialism in Robert Barclay’s 

Meļaļ 

  

On November 3, 1986, the U.S. began implementation of the first Compact of 

Free Association in the Marshall Islands.  The Compact, which signaled an end to U.S. 

Trusteeship over the islands, ushered in a new political affiliation of “free association” 

that was supposed to grant the Marshall Islands greater sovereignty and independence, 

while still maintaining U.S. military interests in the area.  The previous 1947 

Trusteeship Agreement, negotiated between the U.S. and the United Nations, had 

resulted in a relationship between the U.S. and Marshalls that had been largely and 

overtly colonial in nature.  Following WWII, the U.S. had taken possession of the 

Marshalls from Japan, seeking to exploit the islands and its prime geographical 

location for strategic military purposes.  Significantly, of the eleven Trust Territories 

established by the U.N. in the post-WWII period, the Trust Territory of the Pacific 

Islands, which included the Marshall Islands, was the only trusteeship designated as a 

“strategic” territory (Barker 22).  Through this “strategic” designation, the U.S. would 

justify its subsequent and violent military occupation of the Marshalls, resulting not 

only in the direct dispossession of many indigenous Marshallese from their islands and 
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atolls, but also the poisoning, destruction and, in some cases, outright obliteration of 

Marshallese lands due to U.S. nuclear and weapons testing.31   

In the wake of this recent colonial history that had afforded Marshallese little 

power and control in their dealings with the United States, the Compact of Free 

Association promised a new and liberated political future for the Marshall Islands.  

The Compact was touted as a mechanism through which the U.S. would recognize 

Marshallese sovereignty, granting the islands greater control over their government 

and economy.  Under the terms of the agreement, the U.S. would continue its financial 

contributions to the Marshalls, which already comprised a large portion of their 

national budget, to help the islands develop their own, self-sustaining economy.  In 

exchange, the U.S. promised to defend the freely associated states “as if they were a 

part of the United States” (qtd. in Hanlon, Remaking 222).  The Compact also included 

the stipulation of “strategic denial,” whereby the Marshalls were required to close their 

lands and waters to the military forces of other nations.  In a separate agreement 

negotiated between the U.S. military and Republic of the Marshalls, the U.S. was 

given continued permission and land use rights for Kwajalein Atoll, where the U.S. 

Army operates its Ronald Reagan Ballistic Missile Defense Test Site.  In this way, the 

Compact was presented as an agreement that would be mutually beneficial, both 

																																																								
31 In her book, Bravo for the Marshallese, anthropologist Holly Barker writes, “From 
1946 to 1958, the U.S. government detonated sixty-seven atomic and thermonuclear 
weapons in the air, on the land, and in the seas surrounding the Marshall Islands.  Six 
of these detonations completely vaporized coral islands that no longer exist today; 
giant craters in the lagoons of Bikini and Enewetak Atolls bear the scars marking the 
locations where islands once stood” (22). 
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ensuring continued economic assistance to the Marshall Islands while still allowing 

the U.S. to meet its defense needs. 

 However, and as I will argue in this chapter, the U.S.’s promises of greater 

sovereignty and self-determination for the Marshall Islands and its peoples would 

prove largely empty.  In the years following the passage of the Compact of Free 

Association, instead of giving the Marshalls the control over their government and 

economy that they desired, the Compact and its many provisions had the opposite 

effect, as the islands grew increasingly dependent upon and subject to the United 

States.32  Hanlon writes, “For the United States, free association presented, in the 

words of one astute observer, the opportunity of ‘staying while leaving’ and of buying 

out of direct responsibility for the morass that it had made of development in the 

islands” (Remaking 217).  The United States’ motives behind the Compact, then, were 

not so much economic development and self-sufficiency for the Marshallese, as it was 

securing and justifying its own continued military presence in the region through 

“rhetorical pledges to respect the sovereignty of island governments and to contribute 

																																																								
32 My own arguments in this chapter, especially concerning the centrality of the 
Compact towards the radical transformation of Micronesian cultures, build largely on 
David Hanlon’s important book, Remaking Micronesia: Discourses over Development 
in a Pacific Territory, 1944-1982.  Among the issues addressed, Hanlon discusses the 
multiple and complex provisions attached to the Compact of Free Association, which, 
in essence, gave the U.S. legal recourse to overturn many of the principles it attested 
to uphold in the main portion of the document.  For instance, in the “Mutual Security 
Pacts” and “Military Use and Operating Rights Agreement” provisions, the U.S. was 
designated as “the ultimate determiner of crises that necessitate the legal presence of 
nuclear weapons within Micronesian territory,” despite the U.S.’s formal promises to 
restrict its use of nuclear weapons in the region.  In this way, Hanlon writes, the 
Compact’s provisions functioned to enable “the United States to do whatever it wants 
whenever it wants” (Hanlon, Remaking 227). 
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to their economic development” (Hanlon, Remaking 217).  In this way, I would like to 

suggest, “free association” became a powerful ideology and tool of neocolonial 

domination, which enabled the United States to continue its overtly colonial and often 

violent forms of control over the islands.  Under the guise of a benevolent and 

supposedly egalitarian relationship, the United States military could present the 

illusion of “leaving while staying.”  Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly, U.S. 

forms of neocolonial control advanced by the Compact would manifest themselves in 

ways that were perhaps more insidious, and often economic and environmental in 

nature. 

In this chapter, I examine a recent Pacific Island novel, Meļaļ, by Robert 

Barclay in order to illuminate the extent to which the U.S. remains a neocolonial force 

in the Marshall Islands.  Barclay’s novel, which takes place on the Marshallese islands 

of Kwajalein, Ebeye, and Tar-Wōj, reflects the powerful influence the United States, 

and especially the U.S. military, continues to exert over the indigenous Marshallese 

and their everyday lives.  Published in 2002, in the wake of the Compact, Meļaļ is told 

through the perspectives of Rujen, a Marshallese sanitation worker employed by the 

U.S. military, and his two sons, Jebro and Nuke.  On Kwajalein, where the U.S. 

operates its missile testing facility, Rujen works at a sewage plant that serves the 

military base, one of just a few “desirable” jobs available to Marshallese.  But whereas 

the base on Kwajalein is portrayed as an all-white, suburban community outfitted with 

all of the luxuries of modern life, Ebeye, the atoll where Rujen and his family live, 

along with the majority of Marshallese workers, is depicted as impoverished, 
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overcrowded, and lacking in basic infrastructure.  Through his portrayal of the severe 

economic and racial disparities between the white military base on Kwajalein and the 

predominantly Marshallese “slum” of Ebeye, Barclay reveals the U.S.’s continued 

military occupation of the islands, as well as its exploitation of Marshallese labor to 

sustain its operations.  In addition, Barclay illuminates the extremely limited economic 

opportunities available to young Marshallese men such as Rujen, Jebro, and Nuke, that 

leave them little option but to accept menial positions in service of the U.S. military.  

In this way, I argue, Barclay’s Meļaļ uncovers the ways in which indigenous 

Marshallese continue to lead a deeply militarized and neocolonial existence that is 

ultimately subject to the United States and its military needs.  Barclay’s novel 

demonstrates that the U.S.’s relationship with the Marshalls remains one of direct and 

coercive neocolonialism, only now under the auspices of a supposedly benevolent 

status of “free association.” 

I begin the chapter by providing a critical overview of the long and complex 

history of colonialism in the Marshall Islands.  Through my analysis of this history, 

which has been defined by the intrusion of multiple colonial powers vying for control 

of the islands, I seek to show how the Marshalls’ earlier colonial history paved the 

way for the United States’ contemporary neocolonial presence.  As I also wish to 

demonstrate, different colonial powers have employed a variety of mechanisms of 

colonial control at different times throughout the Marshalls’ history; these have ranged 

from direct, violent, and military means of domination to other forms more insidious, 

economic, and environmental in nature.  However, rather than marking a broader 
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historical shift from a period of colonialism to one of neocolonialism, I argue, these 

specific mechanisms of colonial control have been dictated by the individual needs 

and motivations of each colonial power, as well as by the particularities of the 

historical moment.  Just as we might see “older” colonial powers employing less direct 

forms of economic domination typically associated with “neocolonialism,” we might 

also see the reemergence of overtly violent and military mechanisms of control in 

contemporary colonial situations in the Marshall Islands.  By registering a variety of 

these forms of colonial control within its pages, I argue, Barclay’s Meļaļ enables us to 

better understand past, present, as well as future mechanisms of colonialism, so that 

we might more effectively critique and resist them.  In addition to Meļaļ’s historical 

dimensions, in the latter half of the chapter, I also examine Barclay’s incorporation of 

indigenous Marshallese mythology.  Focusing in particular on Barclay’s 

representation of “Etao,” the Marshallese trickster, I argue that the novel’s integration 

of indigenous mythology constitutes an important formal innovation, with even more 

vital political ramifications.  By interweaving traditional Marshallese myths into the 

story that coexist alongside the “real,” historical portions of the narrative, Meļaļ 

recovers elements of Marshallese culture and mythology which colonialism has 

threatened to elide, while simultaneously validating these stories as just as “real” as 

those of “colonial reality.”  Above all, just as the subversive figure of the trickster has 

functioned within so many other global literary traditions, I argue that the Marshallese 

trickster serves a radical and utopian function in Barclay’s narrative, through his 

subversion and overturning of “colonial reality.” 
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The Marshall Islands: Colonial and Neocolonial Historiographies 

 The Marshall Islands is an archipelago composed of 29 atolls and numerous 

tiny islands within the broader Pacific Island region of Micronesia.33  Located midway 

between Hawai‘i and Japan, and spread across a vast stretch of the Central Pacific, it is 

one of the most remote and isolated places in the world.34  Interestingly, this isolation 

initially played a role in protecting the islands from the reaches of colonialism, and it 

wasn’t until relatively late in its history that the Marshalls encountered any substantial 

colonial contact.  The first known contact between Europeans and Marshallese took 

place in 1529 with the arrival of Spanish explorer Álvaro de Saavedra, possibly on 

Bikini or Enewetak Atoll; however, other than the occasional ship that sailed in for 

water and supplies, Marshall Islanders would have little exposure to westerners and 

their influence until centuries later (Barker 16).  Later, in 1788, British Captain John 

Marshall, leading a fleet of convict ships on their way to Australia, stopped in the 

islands aboard the Scarborough; the islands would subsequently become known as the 

Marshall Islands for his supposed “discovery,” and for the first time the islands began 

																																																								
33 Citing anthropologist Robert C. Kiste, Holly Barker describes a coral atoll as 
“composed of a number of islands . . . resting on a coral reef that typically encloses a 
lagoon.”  According to Kiste, “Atolls originated as fringing reefs around volcanic 
peaks that sank beneath the sea millions of years ago.  As the peaks gradually 
submerged, coral growth continued to build upward” (qtd. in Barker 8).  As a result, 
one of the most prominent features of an atoll is its low-lying nature, “seldom reaching 
more than three to ten meters above sea level” (qtd. in Barker 9). 
34 According to scholar, Gregory Dvorak, the Marshalls covers “971,000 square 
kilometers of ocean, most of the distance above the equator and west of the 
International Date Line between the Hawaiian Islands and the Federated States of 
Micronesia” (5). 
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to appear on European maps.35  Still, outsiders would continue to have little sway in 

the islands until the mid-1850s, when American Protestant missionaries arrived.  The 

missionaries, assisted by converted Native Hawaiians, had a major impact on 

Marshallese culture and society, not only convincing many Marshallese to convert to 

Christianity, but also encouraging them to abandon their indigenous culture in favor of 

European dress and customs.  The missionaries’ influence would prove so total and 

lasting that approximately 99 percent of Marshallese remain Christian to this day, and 

little evidence of the existence of traditional religions can be found within Marshallese 

culture (Barker 17).   

These early episodes would prove important in preparing the way for the 

onslaught of multiple and successive waves of colonialism that were to come.  Indeed, 

as is the case with other island groups in Micronesia, the Marshalls are unique in its 

endurance of (and resistance to) multiple colonial powers over its history.  At different 

points, and to varying degrees, the Marshall Islands has been colonized by no fewer 

than five separate colonial powers, including Spain, Britain, Germany, Japan, and 

finally, the United States.  In his dissertation, Seeds From Afar, Flowers from the 

Reef: Re-membering the Coral and Concrete of Kwajalein Atoll, Gregory Dvorak has 

usefully described this history in terms of multiple “layers” or “tides” of colonialism, 

																																																								
35 Likewise, Thomas Gilbert, also involved in the transport of convicts to Sydney, had 
another island group named after him, the “Gilbert Islands” (Kiribati).  In his work, 
David Hanlon usefully delves into the history of the colonial naming of various 
Micronesian island groups, arguing that the imposition of such foreign names upon 
islands and atolls that had for generations been identified by its inhabitants by 
indigenous names reflects the deep and multilayered history of colonialism in the 
region. 
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which have imprinted the Marshalls and its indigenous people in ways both complex 

and indelible.36  Dvorak compares these “layers” of colonial history to the layers of 

coral that build and pile upon each other to form a coral atoll; in doing so, he uses the 

islands’ geological formation as a powerful metaphor to describe the submerged and 

layered qualities of colonial historiography underlying the Marshall Islands.  Building 

upon Dvorak’s metaphor, I wish to extend his analysis a bit further to uncover the 

Marshall Islands’ colonial and neocolonial historiographies, through an examination 

of Barclay’s Meļaļ.  I argue that Barclay’s text is useful and serves a potentially 

powerful political function in helping to expose these submerged histories of 

colonialism and neocolonialism, which American rhetoric of benevolent “free 

association” threaten to elide.  Furthermore, through my analysis of Meļaļ, and 

particularly the ways in which it brings to light contemporary forms of U.S. 

neocolonialism, I hope to highlight the differences as well as continuities between 

older and newer forms of colonial control. 

 

 Despite the initial protection from colonialism that its isolation would afford, 

the Marshalls’ strategic location midway between Asia and the Americas, coupled 

with the natural resources to be expropriated from its lands and waters, would soon 

attract the attentions of multiple colonial powers vying for control of the islands.  At 

first, this strategic positioning would be defined in terms of the islands’ location as a 

																																																								
36 Dvorak’s use of the term “tide” is especially useful and provocative for our 
purposes, in that, like the tide, just as colonialism washes in, it can just as easily 
recede or wash out. 
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stopover for transpacific ships to rest and refuel; however, over the centuries, and 

especially in the years leading up to WWII and through the Cold War period, the 

Marshall Islands would be pursued for its strategic positioning in securing the defense 

interests of imperial powers looking to expand and protect their colonial possessions.  

Each imperial force—from the earlier Spain and Britain, to the later Germany, Japan, 

and United States—would exercise its power and authority over the Marshall Islands 

in its own particular ways and to varying degrees that contrasted greatly with one 

another.  The manner and extent to which each force would colonize the Marshalls 

would depend on the individual nation-state’s specific motivations, whether they be 

primarily economic or military in nature, as well as upon the specificities of the 

historical moment.  However, regardless of their motivations, as David Hanlon has 

usefully argued, each colonial project would share a similar attempt to “remake and 

“re-present” the Marshalls in its own image, “through means that were essentially 

violent, exploitative, and racist” (Remaking 2). 

In contrast to Spain and Britain’s sparse and indirect early colonial encounters 

with the islands, Germany would have a more substantial and transformative impact 

on the Marshalls and its indigenous peoples.  This impact would be characterized by—

and, in fact, largely if not wholly motivated by—German economic exploitation of the 

Marshalls and its natural resources.  In 1885, Germany would formally annex the 

Marshall Islands, making it a protectorate.  However, in the years leading up to 

annexation, German trading firms would assert their control over the islands through 

the burgeoning copra trade.  Around the same time that American missionaries 
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arrived, traders from Germany and other European countries also began to infiltrate 

the Marshalls, looking to establish or expand their businesses into the Pacific.  

Because of its abundance, and the ease with which it could be extracted, copra, the 

dried coconut meat from which coconut oil is made, soon became the mainstay of 

trade in the Marshalls and within the Pacific as a whole.37  As the demand for coconut 

oil increased in Europe and America, German trading firms such as J C Godeffroy & 

Son of Hamburg, Deutsche Handels- und Plantagen Gesellschaft (known as DHPG), 

and Robertson & Hernsheim rose to power, generating large profits for their 

companies from the expropriation of Marshallese copra.  By 1885, the two largest 

firms, DHPG and Robertson & Hernsheim, had gained a near monopoly, controlling 

about two-thirds of the market in the Marshalls and an equally large share in the 

eastern Carolines (Hezel, Strangers 46).  Significantly, it was these very German 

firms, led by German trading captain Eduard Hernsheim of Robertson & Hernsheim, 

among others, who pushed for German annexation of the Marshalls.  Seeking to 

protect their business interests in the islands, these powerful firms pressured German 

Chancellor Otto von Bismarck to begin the process of annexation, in spite of the 

Chancellor’s own reservations in taking on the burden of another Pacific colony.  In 

his seminal history of Micronesia, Strangers in Their Own Land: A Century of 

Colonial Rule in the Caroline and Marshall Islands, Francis X. Hezel writes, “As was 

so often the case in the Pacific, traders were the forerunners of colonial governors,” in 

																																																								
37 Copra superseded other products, including sandalwood, turtleshell, mother-of-
pearl, and bêche-de-mer, that had previously been sources of revenue in the Pacific 
Islands, to become the backbone of the Pacific economy during this period (Hezel, 
Strangers 46). 
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many cases, predating and serving as the direct impetus behind colonial projects 

(46).38  In the case of the Marshall Islands, I argue, the dual forces of capitalism and 

colonialism went hand-in-hand, with the fundamentally expansive nature of global 

capital serving as the driving force behind national colonialist endeavors.  The close 

ties between German commercial and national control over the Marshalls would 

become even more apparent in the wake of annexation.  After his approval of the 

annexation of the Marshalls in 1885, Chancellor Bismarck looked to the same firms—

DHPG and Robertson & Hernsheim—to administer the islands.  With the support of 

Bismarck, the two companies established a joint-stock company known as the Jaluit 

Company—after Jaluit atoll that had become the commercial center of the 

Marshalls—which would assume responsibility for the administration of the islands, 

in exchange for “certain commercial benefits” (Hezel, Strangers 48).  These “benefits” 

would include the enforcement of an annual poll tax on each person over sixteen years 

of age, which would further enrich the German firms’ coffers, as well as the 

imposition of heavy harbor fees on all foreign ships, which conveniently served to 

drive out any remaining commercial competition.  All in all, Hezel concludes,  “For 

																																																								
38 Just as my project builds upon the work of historian David Hanlon, it is equally 
indebted to the pioneering historical research of Francis X. Hezel, whose many 
publications on Micronesian history, politics, and culture can be found cited 
throughout my dissertation.  Hezel is a Jesuit priest and scholar who has lived and 
worked in Micronesia for over four decades. Though clearly not indigenous to the 
islands, Hezel has come to be well-respected within Micronesian communities and the 
wider Pacific for his important contributions, especially in relation to Micronesian 
history.  I rely heavily on Hezel’s historical research, not only because he is one of the 
foremost scholars of Micronesian history, but also because his research has vitally 
contributed to the kinds of revisionist and anti-colonial understandings of history that 
are central to this dissertation.    
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the next eighteen years, the Jaluit Company ran the Marshalls like the company store: 

its investment was minimal and always measured with an eye to the profit column on 

the firm’s ledgers at year’s end” (Strangers 48).  In this way, the German nation state 

would facilitate German companies’ exploitation of Marshallese natural resources, 

even as it also began to survey the strategic usefulness of its latest acquisition for 

future defense needs. 

However, as exploitative as German capitalists were in their administration of 

the islands, perhaps most destructive of all was the impact they had on Marshallese 

culture.  Traditional Marshallese society had been based on a communal economy of 

exchange, where people traded food, such as preserved arrowroot and pandanus, 

between atolls and islands, and worked together to sustainably manage their lands and 

natural resources (Barker 17).  Marshallese had maintained this communal way of life 

for centuries, and had even persisted in keeping it intact amidst the changes brought 

about by early traders and missionaries; however, with the advent of the copra 

industry in the islands, which drew Marshallese into the circuits of global capital for 

the first time, Marshallese culture rapidly gave way to a western system of wage labor.  

While German capitalists cleared breadfruit and other food-producing trees, replacing 

them with coconut trees to maximize copra production, Marshallese workers became 

accustomed to harvesting and preparing coconuts primarily for export rather than 

consumption.  As a result, Marshall Islanders’ relationship to coconut trees and, for 

that matter, to their environment as a whole, transformed fundamentally, from a 

relationship of subsistence to one of exchange.  Barker writes, “Many Marshallese 
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identify the era of German rule as the beginning of a shift from communal and family-

oriented self-sufficiency to individual income generation” (18).  As I would like to 

further suggest, these early changes in Marshallese culture would prove crucial in 

paving the way for Marshall Islanders’ future and contemporary plight of alienation 

with regard to their environment and labor conditions. 

 If German colonialism was characterized by economic exploitation of 

Marshallese labor and resources, then the ensuing period of Japanese colonialism 

would be distinguished more so by its direct and militaristic rule of the islands.  

Japanese trade and influence in Micronesia had been growing steadily through the late 

19th century; by the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, Japan had 

emerged as the most powerful nation in East Asia and a global power for the first time 

in its history (Hezel, Strangers 149).39  Significantly, Japan had modernized its naval 

force to become one of the most powerful in the world, and increasingly flexed its 

power through military force.  Having already acquired Taiwan and Korea militarily, 

Japan had its sights set on the islands of Micronesia, which the Japanese desired not 

only for its rich natural resources, but also for its strategic location for future military 

bases.  In 1914, Japan declared war on Germany, beginning its military takeover of the 

Marshalls and the rest of German Micronesia.  While Japan claimed to be entering the 

war out of loyalty to Britain, with whom it had signed a formal pact in 1902, in 

																																																								
39 Japan had managed to rise to global power in less than fifty years.  Prior to the Meiji 
restoration in 1868, Japan had been a feudal farming society; however, with the 
intense program of modernization that followed, Japan quickly transformed itself into 
a fully industrialized nation-state, not only adopting an education system and 
government based on western models, but also building and modernizing its military 
to become a powerful naval force (Hezel, Strangers 148). 
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actuality, Japan was just looking for an excuse to seize Germany’s undefended 

colonies.  Sensing Japan’s real motives in joining the war, Britain, in a race with 

Japan, proceeded to claim as many German colonies as it could, ultimately leaving 

Japan with possession of the Marshalls, Carolines, and Marianas (with the exception 

of Guam).  To avoid a potential conflict between the two nations, Britain and Japan 

signed a secret agreement “making the equator the operational dividing line between 

the Japanese and British naval forces” (qtd. in Hezel, Strangers 148).  In this way, 

WWI can be understood largely as a competition between various imperial powers, 

sometimes battling while at other points negotiating over global military and economic 

control.   

In fact, by the war’s end, the United States would demonstrate that it had its 

own designs on the Japanese-occupied islands of Micronesia.  On behalf of the newly 

formed League of Nations, President Woodrow Wilson proposed that the former 

colonial territories of Micronesia be governed under a “mandate system,” in order to 

promote the “well-being and development of such peoples [that] form a sacred trust of 

civilization” (qtd. in Hezel, Strangers 155).  As such, Japan’s control over the islands 

and their peoples would be more limited, purportedly marking a break from an earlier 

era of colonialism in which nations claimed direct possession without regard for the 

colonized.  Though Wilson’s proposal seemed wholly motivated by a desire to ensure 

the best interests of the “colonized,” to be sure, underlying Wilson’s mandate system 

was a desire to prevent Japan’s rise to hegemony above the United States, and to 

ensure the U.S.’s own abilities to utilize Micronesia.  After a series of negotiations, the 
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U.S. finally agreed to recognize Japan’s governance of Micronesia as a “mandate” 

territory, in exchange for the U.S.’s own “right of access to Yap and the use of its 

cable stations, entrance into Micronesian waters for its commercial vessels, and the 

right to hold property in the mandated islands” (Hezel, Strangers 156).  Alternately, 

Japan made a promise to the U.S. not to fortify the islands.  In this way, President 

Wilson’s mandate system, in its representation as a more liberal alternative to older 

forms of colonial governance, might be seen as a precursor to later U.S. ideological 

projects of colonialism, such as that of “free association,” which disguised its 

oppressive forms of colonial control through a cover story of benevolent concern for 

the colonized.   

 In spite of Japan’s pledge to govern its newly mandated territories in the best 

interests of its indigenous inhabitants, Japanese administration of the Marshalls (and 

the rest of German Micronesia) unfolded in a blatantly colonial manner, in many 

ways, reflecting its militaristic takeover of the islands.  Immediately, Japanese naval 

officials assumed command, removing German officials from their posts and 

deporting them for repatriation to Europe.  Unlike the Germans, the Japanese had 

specific plans for the Marshalls and other islands they had captured, and their colonial 

administration would be much more “direct” than that of their predecessors (Barker 

18).  One of the earliest and most influential changes brought about by the Japanese 

naval command was the establishment of the first public education system in 

Micronesia.  Though a seemingly benevolent change representing “development” for 

Micronesians, the Japanese education system aimed to “civilize” indigenous 
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Micronesians through their assimilation to Japanese culture.40  The schools, which 

were compulsory for all children between the ages of eight and fourteen, were taught 

exclusively in Japanese, by strict Japanese teachers dressed in white uniforms closely 

resembling that of naval personnel.  Corporal punishment was frequently used in their 

instruction of Micronesian students, and Japanese officials, who often found it 

difficult to get families from outlying islands to cooperate, sometimes forcibly took 

Micronesian children to the schools without their families’ consent (Hezel, Strangers 

172).  As Hezel suggests, the project of Japanese colonialism in Micronesia was 

therefore as much cultural as it was militaristic, and through the Japanese schools, the 

nation sought to place “a permanent Japanese imprint” on the islands (Strangers 153).  

Likewise, the Japanese government would take a more forceful approach in its 

political administration.  Whereas the Germans had left traditional systems of 

Micronesian governance mostly intact, the Japanese opted to change it to suit their 

own purposes, replacing chiefly lines of inheritance that went back for centuries with a 

system of their own design.  The new system, which recognized two types of chiefs—

the village chief (sosoncho) and the chief of village sub-units (soncho)—integrated 

some aspects of traditional governance while discarding others, in order to better serve 

the Japanese government’s ends.  In the Marshall Islands, of the sixteen men who 

																																																								
40 In some respects, the new education system established by the Japanese resembled 
the Native American boarding schools of the continental U.S. in the 19th and 20th 
centuries.  These schools, which took as their motto, “Kill the Indian, and Save the 
Man,” were intentionally designed to remove Native Americans from their indigenous 
cultures and communities, and have become notorious for their forcible and violent 
methods that attempted to stamp out indigenous languages, cultures, and ways of 
living from Native American children. 
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were selected as soncho, six were not of traditional chiefly status, and one of them was 

of Eurasian descent (Hezel, Strangers 169).  The overall effect of these changes was to 

further undermine Marshallese culture in their own lands. 

 Such changes would only be the start of Japan’s militaristic rule of the 

Marshalls.  Through the 1930s, and in the years leading up to WWII, Japanese 

militarism would take a sharp turn, as the Great Depression, along with a series of 

devastating crop failures, created a severe economic crisis in Japan.  With mass 

unemployment, poverty, and demonstrations sweeping the nation, Japan, desperate for 

a solution to its internal problems, began to pursue a more aggressive strategy of 

overseas expansion as an “outlet” for its social and economic woes.  In 1931, Japan 

forcibly annexed Manchuria in a blatant act of aggression that would be censured by 

the rest of the world, even as the Japanese navy developed plans for further expansion 

into Southeast Asia.  For the Japanese, more than colonial possessions, the islands of 

Micronesia were taking on new significance as “stepping stones” to some of the 

“richest lands of the globe—the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies, British Borneo, 

New Guinea, and Australia” (qtd. in Hezel, Strangers 208).  Japan’s bald acts of 

colonialism would increasingly alienate it from the United States and other allied 

powers, and when Japan invaded China in 1937, war between Japan and the United 

States became all but inevitable.   

Japan quickly began fortifying its Micronesian “mandate” territories, violating 

the terms of disarmament it had pledged to the U.S., not to mention its promises to 

ensure the well-being of the “colonized.”  Of the many Micronesian island groups to 
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be impacted by Japanese fortification, the Marshall Islands would prove to be one of 

the most deeply affected and militarized of all.  Honing in on the Marshalls’ strategic 

location, which Japan would utilize for its forward bases, the Japanese built an array 

of new airfields on many of the Marshallese atolls, including Kwajalein, Wotje, 

Maloelap, Mili, and Enewetak.  To supply the immense amounts of labor needed to 

build these airfields, Japanese conscripted Marshallese in large numbers, who were 

often forced to work under terrible conditions and for little or no pay.  Many 

Marshallese were forcibly displaced from their home islands, if not to serve as 

laborers on military bases on other islands, then to make way for the flood of Japanese 

troops being shifted to the islands.   

Interestingly, in historiographies of WWII, it is most often Japan that is held 

responsible for the suffering endured by Marshallese under Japanese military rule; yet, 

the United States played a similarly egregious role in the war.  In an effort to weaken 

Japanese strongholds, the U.S. military cut off food shipments to the islands, causing 

widespread starvation for both Japanese and Marshallese.  On the atolls of Mili, 

Maloelap, and Wotje, food became so scarce that “the Japanese gathered all existing 

food resources for their own use, while the Marshallese were starving as a result of the 

meager rations they received and were hung, beaten, and even beheaded for 

attempting to steal or climb trees at night in search of food” (Barker 19).  Once the 

U.S. began its “bombing raids” upon the islands, the Marshalls, as the location of the 

majority of Japan’s military bases, would also bear the brunt of the destruction.  In 

1943, waves of American B-24 bombers swept in over each of the Marshallese 
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atolls—Mili, Maloelap, Jaluit, Wotje, and Kwajalein—dropping bomb after bomb, 

unrelenting in their assault even of territory already heavily cratered (Hezel, Strangers 

225).  On Kwajalein atoll alone, 36,000 shells were dropped in the most “concentrated 

bombing of the Pacific War” (Hanlon, Remaking 23).  American attacks on the 

Marshalls would continue into 1944, and would not cease until the U.S. prevailed over 

the Japanese and each of the atolls were under American control.  By the end of the 

war, not only was much of the Marshalls’ landscape in a state of utter desolation, but 

many Marshallese had been killed, injured, or severely weakened by hunger.41 

 

U.S. Forms of “Benevolent” Neocolonialism 

It was this complex, multilayered, and ultimately violent history of colonialism 

that the United States was entering into during the post-WWII period, as it took 

control of the Marshalls from Japan.  Significantly, it was a colonial history with 

which the U.S. was already complicit, first, through its earlier, colonial-tinged 

negotiations with Japan to maintain a U.S. presence in the region, and then through its 

unmistakably colonial endeavors to seize possession of the islands during WWII.  Yet, 

in spite of its own complicity, in the wake of the U.S.’s fierce battle with Japan, which 

had essentially demolished the physical landscape of the Marshalls, the United States 

was intent on projecting the image that it was “liberating” the islands.  As Marshallese 

																																																								
41 According to Hezel, “On Jaluit, where local casualties were exceptionally high, 116 
of the 1,400 Marshallese inhabitants were killed in bombing raids” (Strangers 241).  
Despite the tragic loss of life, Hezel suggests that the number was amazingly low 
given the near flattening of the Marshall Islands by bombardment, demonstrating the 
incredible resilience of the Marshallese. 
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emerged from their hiding places from American bombardment “ill, dazed, hungry 

and clad in tatters,” U.S. troops immediately came to their aide, distributing food, 

clothing, and medical assistance in copious amounts (qtd. in Hanlon, Remaking 24).42  

The U.S. military’s expressions of generosity and benevolence towards Marshallese, 

largely in the form of food and supplies, stood in sharp contrast to the extreme 

suffering and lack of basic necessities they had just endured, ironically at the hands of 

the same military force now coming to their aid.  Hezel writes, “Bereft of all their 

worldly goods, Micronesian children and adults could only watch, eyes wide with 

amazement, as landing craft originally designed for amphibious warfare disgorged 

crate after crate of relief supplies on the shore—sacks of rice, cartons of C-rations, 

milk, meat, sugar, salt, flour, coffee, and everything else they had been forced to do 

without for so long” (Hezel, Strangers 245).  As I wish to argue, such contrasting 

images of American benevolence and generosity, on the one hand, with the military’s 

all-too-recent acts of colonial violence, on the other, prove significant and revealing in 

their foreshadowing of the U.S.’s future dealings with Marshall Islanders.  In the 

upcoming years of American “liberation” of the Marshalls, the United States would 

represent its relationship with the islands in terms of its benevolent concern for 

Marshallese, even as it utilized the islands in ways that remained blatantly colonial 

and violent.  It is this paradoxical combination of “benevolence” and “violence,” I 

																																																								
42 On the atoll of Maloelap, the 462 Marshallese evacuees received an “initial 
allotment of 1,368 pounds of corned beef, 660 pounds of vegetable stew, 720 pounds 
of meat and vegetable hash, 480 pounds of beans, 5,000 pounds of salmon, 2,880 
pounds of biscuit, 600 pounds of spaghetti, 3,000 pounds of flour, and 1,600 pounds 
of freshwater soup among their relief supplies” (Hanlon, Remaking 27). 
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argue, which has distinguished the U.S.’s particular brand of (neo)colonialism in the 

Marshall Islands, and which continues to define the U.S.’s relationship with 

Marshallese today. 

 In Remaking Micronesia, David Hanlon depicts the close connection between 

U.S. “conquest and philanthropy” that was established from the moment it took 

control of Micronesia (26).  As Hanlon suggests, the immense amounts of food, 

supplies, and assistance the U.S. military granted Micronesians following the war 

constituted an early and subtle mechanism through which the United States began to 

exercise its influence.43  While much needed by the suffering, war-torn inhabitants, he 

writes, “the speed and relative enormity of relief supplies brought ashore by American 

soldiers” was “overwhelming” and on a scale Micronesians had never before 

encountered (Hanlon, Remaking 27); its sheer volume disrupted local economies and 

lingering forms of indigenous exchange, creating an early dependence on the 

consumer goods and supplies imported by the military.  These imported goods would 

include canned meats such as corned beef and vienna sausages, foods that continue to 

be consumed in large quantities by Marshallese today.  In this way, Hanlon suggests, 

U.S. post-war relief might be seen as preparing the way for Micronesia’s future and 

contemporary relationship of economic dependency with the U.S.  But perhaps more 

crucially, Hanlon argues that American relief efforts in Micronesia served a 

fundamentally ideological role, functioning to conceal and justify the U.S.’s military 

																																																								
43 See chapter three, “Tropes of ‘Colonial Addiction’: Compact II, U.S. Aid, and the 
Politics of Feeding in Emelihter Kihleng’s My Urohs,” in which I offer more sustained 
analysis of U.S. food as a contemporary form of neocolonial control in Micronesia. 
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presence in the area.  In the wake of the war’s devastation, the need to “rebuild” and 

“reconstruct” the islands through American relief offered the U.S. military not only a 

justification for an “extended presence among the islands,” but enabled the U.S. to 

“rehabilitate and develop the islands in ways that at once disguised, served, and 

promoted American strategic interests” (Hanlon, Remaking 23).  That is to say, U.S. 

relief became a powerful ideology to conceal its military objectives, while 

simultaneously allowing the U.S. to “remake” the islands in its own image and for its 

own purposes.44  In highly ironic fashion, the U.S. military could claim that its 

presence was needed to “rehabilitate” the Marshalls’ devastated landscape, though the 

U.S. had caused this devastation to begin with. 

 The United States’ ideological efforts to disguise its military agenda would 

become even more apparent with its decision to govern the Marshalls as a “trusteeship 

territory.”  In the final years of the war, the U.S., expecting its victory over Japan, was 

already conceiving of how it might administer the Micronesian islands.  Amidst a 

climate of growing anti-colonialist sentiment, the United States had outwardly pledged 

its adherence to an anti-colonial position, a stance that had been made official with the 

signing of the Atlantic Charter in 1941, in which the U.S. and its allies had pledged to 

disavow their involvement in “territorial aggrandizement or acquisition,” a pledge the 

																																																								
44 Hezel echoes Hanlon’s arguments about the war’s devastation giving the U.S. the 
opportunity to “remake” Micronesia, writing, “Like the imperial conquerors of ancient 
times, [the U.S. Navy] would reduce the cities of its enemies to rubble and salt the 
earth around them, rebuilding where and how it chose.  Just as the expulsion of the 
skilled laborers who had worked the economic wonders of the 1930s guaranteed that 
economic development must begin anew, US Naval decisions ordained that the 
physical environment would be remade” (Hezel, Strangers 251). 
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U.S. would reiterate three years later in the Cairo Declaration (Hanlon, Remaking 43).  

At the end of the war, President Truman reaffirmed the U.S.’s staunch anti-colonialist 

position, proclaiming, “We do not seek for ourselves one inch of territory any place in 

the world” (qtd. in Hezel, Strangers 254).  Despite these professions of colonial 

disavowal, however, the U.S. military had already deemed the Marshalls necessary for 

the future security of the region.  Because of Micronesia’s strategic positioning in the 

Pacific, the U.S. military maintained that it would need to build new bases and air 

stations in the region to ensure its defense interests and overall “global security.”  To 

reconcile these seemingly irreconcilable positions, the United States, in partnership 

with the newly formed United Nations, devised a new status of “strategic trusteeship” 

through which it would administer Micronesia.  Under the terms of the 1947 

Trusteeship Agreement, the United States made a commitment to promote the 

political, economic, social, and economic advancement of the islands, and to “protect 

the inhabitants [of the trust territory] against the loss of their lands and resources” (qtd. 

in Barker 22).  At the same time, however, the “strategic trusteeship” would grant the 

United States “full powers of administration, legislation, and jurisdiction over the 

territory” and the “authority to apply to the trust territory . . . such of the laws of the 

United States as it may deem appropriate . . .” (qtd. in Hanlon, Remaking 52).  What 

this amounted to was that the U.S. would have full plenary powers to utilize the 

islands as it saw fit, in order to ensure global peace and security, including the right to 

build military bases and to fortify the islands, which it fully intended to do.  The U.S. 

military was therefore given license to proceed with its plans to militarize the islands, 
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while simultaneously advancing its cover story of American benevolence and colonial 

disavowal.  Far from actually reconciling the two positions, however, the U.S.’s 

strategic trusteeship ultimately functioned as a kind of ideological doublespeak, barely 

concealing the military’s true agenda. 

 This veil of benevolent ideology would soon be lifted during the Cold War, as 

the U.S. turned to its new trusteeship territory as a site for nuclear testing.  As 

destructive as the U.S.’s previous war efforts in the islands had been, the deadly 

violence and destruction wrought by U.S. nuclear weapons tests would prove 

devastating on a scale the world had never seen, creating a legacy of nuclear toxicity 

and environmental pollution that persists into the present.  In Bravo for the 

Marshallese, anthropologist Holly Barker chronicles the history of U.S. nuclear testing 

in the Marshall Islands and its continuing ill effects on Marshallese people, land, and 

natural resources.  As Barker depicts, at the height of the U.S.’s race with the Soviet 

Union to develop nuclear weapons, the U.S. looked to the Marshall Islands as an 

“ideal” site for its weapons tests, due to the islands’ geographical isolation.  The 

Marshalls’ isolation not only provided for the concealment of its “top secret” activities 

from the rest of the world, but also allowed the U.S. to shield its own citizens from the 

dangers of radiation exposure, while “allay[ing] criticism about continued 

experimental testing and its radiation hazards in the United States” (Barker 19).45  

Significantly, it was in 1946, one year prior to the U.S.’s “commitment” to protect 

																																																								
45 As a result, Barker writes, “The U.S. government ultimately tested one hundred 
times more megatons of explosives in the Marshall Islands than it did at the Nevada 
test site” (19). 
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Marshallese in the Trust Agreement, that President Truman gave his authorization for 

a nuclear testing program.  One of the first weapons tests was held on the Marshallese 

atoll of Bikini.  To test the power of its newly developed atomic weapons, the U.S. 

government evacuated the Bikinians from their atoll, and detonated bombs over the 

island and within its lagoon, poisoning the atoll for generations.46  The Bikinians, who 

had depended upon their lands and waters for survival, would be permanently unable 

to return to their atoll due to the dangerous levels of radiation released into the 

environment.  Between 1946 and 1958, the U.S. government detonated a total of sixty-

seven atomic and thermonuclear weapons on the lands, and within the air and waters 

of the Marshall Islands (Barker 22).  By far the most notorious of these was the 

“Bravo shot,” a 15-megaton hydrogen bomb, “a thousand times the size of the 

Hiroshima weapon,” detonated over Bikini in 1958 (Hezel, Strangers 273).  The 

enormous explosion would send nuclear fallout towards the nearby atolls of Rongelap 

and Uterik, both of which were inhabited and had not been evacuated by the 

military.47  As a result of their exposure to the fallout, countless Marshallese would die 

																																																								
46 Significantly, these atomic bombs were of the same kind that had been dropped by 
the U.S. on Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of the war (Hezel, Strangers 271).  
Thus, the U.S. was clearly aware of their destructive capacity.  However, Barker 
argues that “the United States government did not fully understand the effects of these 
weapons on human beings,” and used its nuclear tests in the Marshalls as a means of 
gathering more information about the specific effects of nuclear weaponry on human 
health, which turned out to be both profound and deadly (19). 
47 American anthropologist Holly Barker makes a convincing case that U.S. 
government officials were deliberate in their decision not to evacuate the inhabitants 
of Rongelap and Uterik.  As Barker suggests, U.S. officials had been aware of the 
projected wind patterns that would ultimately blow radioactive fallout toward the 
nearby atolls, and had previously evacuated Marshallese living downwind from other, 
smaller test sites.  Nevertheless, the U.S. allowed the inhabitants of Rongelap and 
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of radiation poisoning.  In addition to the initial harm done to those immediately 

impacted by the bomb’s blast, the fallout also contaminated the atolls’ lands, food 

chain, and water supply, which many Marshallese continued to depend upon for 

sustenance even after the tests.  These more insidious forms of radioactive poisoning 

proved equally catastrophic, leading to long-term health problems that continue to 

plague Marshallese today, including “an array of cancers and thyroid diseases” 

previously unseen in the islands, and higher incidences of birth defects over multiple 

generations (Barker 24).  As I will argue, the legacy of environmental contamination 

due to nuclear and other weapons testing is one that continues to affect the Marshalls 

and its peoples today, constituting a contemporary form of neocolonialism that calls 

for further attention, analysis, and critique. 

 

Meļaļ’s Indigenous Historiography “From Below” 

 As I will demonstrate in this next section, much of this violent and traumatic 

colonial history is registered in Robert Barclay’s contemporary novel, Meļaļ (2002).  

Indeed, perhaps the text’s most important contribution is to provide access to a history 

of the Marshall Islands, along with its people and culture, with which few people are 

																																																																																																																																																																
Uterik to remain there during the Bravo shot, also failing to provide the people with 
any warning about “the dangers of fallout” or instructions “about simple safety 
precautions such as staying indoors and avoiding contact with or consumption of the 
ash” (23).  Barker’s arguments, which point to the U.S.’s bluntly pragmatic and 
unethical use of Marshallese people as test subjects for their experimental weapons, 
casts an especially grim and menacing light upon the legacy of U.S. colonialism in the 
Pacific.  See also Dennis O’Rourke’s documentary film, Half-Life: A Parable for the 
Nuclear Age, which presents an even stronger argument for the U.S.’s culpability in 
the incident in visual form. 
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familiar.  Unlike other, traditional historiographies of the Marshall Islands, however, 

Barclay’s work is unique in its telling of this history through the eyes of its fictional 

characters, many of whom are of Marshallese descent.  In so doing, Barclay’s text 

brings Marshallese history “to life,” and whereas dominant histories tend to favor the 

perspective of the colonizer, Meļaļ attempts to present an alternate and subversive 

historiography of the islands from below, from an indigenous Marshallese perspective.  

In this way, literature may hold a distinct advantage over conventional historiography 

for purposes of recovering the histories of indigenous peoples.  In one of his most 

recent essays, Pacific Island historian David Hanlon calls for the need for more 

“localized” and indigenous accounts of Pacific Island history, told from the 

perspectives of indigenous peoples.  Citing new works of poetry and prose written by 

young Micronesian authors, Hanlon suggests that these increasingly “literary” forms 

of self-expression may point to the future of Pacific Island historiographies.  He 

writes, “What might be the sources or avenues of approach to these different histories?  

What might be the sources and content of these new memories and the different 

histories they enable?  I am stunned by the power of poetry as a source of historical 

expression” (Hanlon, “Beyond” 28).  In works of literature like Meļaļ, I argue, 

previously suppressed histories of indigenous resistance that don’t make it into history 

books may be reconstructed and amplified through the genre of historical fiction, with 

its blending of historical fact and imagination. 

 While Meļaļ makes some reference to earlier periods of colonialism, its 

primary focus is the period of American colonialism, whose tenure in the Marshall 
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Islands has lasted longer than any other individual colonial power, from the end of 

WWII to the present.  Significantly, Meļaļ is set in 1981, in the final years of the 

U.S.’s Trust Agreement with the Marshall Islands, and five years prior to its 

termination by the Compact of Free Association.  As such, Meļaļ’s historical context 

can be seen as marking a somewhat transitional moment in Marshallese history, both 

reflecting the U.S.’s past administration of the Marshalls under the Trust, as well as 

looking ahead to the 1986 Compact Agreement.  This “in-between” quality of the 

text’s historical setting, I argue, makes it especially useful for analyzing the 

continuities and differences between different U.S. mechanisms of colonial control, as 

well as the general shift from an earlier period of colonialism to one of 

neocolonialism. 

Told largely from the perspective of Rujen, a Marshallese sanitation worker 

employed by the U.S. military, Meļaļ offers us a glimpse of life for Marshall Islanders 

under the Trust Agreement.  Above all, we are shown the large extent to which the 

U.S. military dictated life for indigenous Marshallese, influencing their everyday 

existence in ways both big and small.  Significantly, the story begins with descriptions 

of the crowded and dilapidated living quarters where Rujen resides.  Described as an 

“Army-built, concrete blockhouse on the Marshallese island of Ebeye,” the structure is 

home to Rujen, his two sons, and an extended family of “fourteen clan members and 

eight family members” (Barclay 3).  Barclay describes the blockhouse as hot, 

overcrowded, and dirty, crawling with rats and “German roaches,” and repaired in 

places with lengths of duct tape.  Furthermore, the “electricity had been out for two 
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days,” and “he [Rujen] found a few moments later that sewage had bubbled up into his 

concrete kitchen sink” (Barclay 3, 5).  While these descriptions might seem 

exaggerated, such squalid conditions were not, in fact, unusual for Marshallese 

residents of Ebeye amidst the 1980s.  Yet, the Marshallese island, which has been 

described as the “slum of the Pacific,” was not only (and continues to be) home to a 

large percentage of the indigenous Marshallese population, but also supplied a 

majority of the labor force for the U.S. military base on the neighboring island of 

Kwajalein.  Ebeye had become known as a “bedroom community” for the military 

base, with Marshallese workers commuting from Ebeye by ferry each day to their 

workplaces on Kwajalein, where many worked as maids, landscapers, carpenters, 

cooks, and in other menial positions.   

In Meļaļ, Barclay accurately portrays this real history of Ebeye, and its 

troubling dependence upon the U.S. military on Kwajalein, through his depictions of 

Rujen’s everyday life.  Like many Marshallese from Ebeye, Rujen rides the Tarlang 

each day to Kwajalein, where he works at a sewage treatment plant that serves the 

military base.  Through Rujen’s eyes, we begin to see the sharp contrast between his 

home on Ebeye and his workplace on Kwajalein, which mirrors the discrepancies 

between Marshallese and white standards of living.  At the sewage plant, Rujen holds 

the title of “Waste Worker I,” a position he has reached after several promotions, but 

whose job description still only entails “cleaning and disinfecting, skimming, or 

shoveling sludge cakes” (Barclay 89).  It is significant that Rujen inhabits one of the 

most menial of menial positions as a sewage worker, a job revolving around the 
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disposal of human waste.  In this way, Barclay reflects the reality that Marshallese 

overwhelmingly performed (and continue to perform) the lower, unskilled, and menial 

jobs required on Kwajalein, while white residents held the desirable, white-collar jobs.  

This dichotomy is further demonstrated in the text, as many of Rujen’s Marshallese 

friends and family members are similarly employed in menial positions for the 

military base, while the higher-paid positions, such as that of Rujen’s boss and his 

other superiors, are filled by white employees.  Rujen’s job, then, signifies the 

fundamentally racialized economic hierarchy that emerged as a result of the U.S. 

military’s presence in the islands, a hierarchy which continued to place Marshallese in 

a subordinate position to their white counterparts, even years after the Marshall 

Islands’ supposed decolonization. 

 

The Underdevelopment of Ebeye 

 In Meļaļ, sewage and human waste become a powerful and recurring theme in 

the narrative, used to uncover the severe economic and infrastructural disparities 

between Ebeye and Kwajalein.  While Rujen works to maintain Kwajalein’s modern 

and effective sewage system, he reflects on the history of Ebeye’s own dilapidated 

sewage system, now in a state of perpetual disrepair.  Thinking back to prior, pre-

modern means of waste disposal on Ebeye, “before the missionaries brought 

outhouses,” Rujen remembers how “he and everybody else did their toilet business on 

the north-end reef where the tide and current took it out to sea.  Some customs were 

observed, such as a father not relieving himself within sight or sound of his eldest son, 
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but these were easily accommodated with so few people living on the island.  Next to 

breathing, maybe it was the simplest part of life.  Anybody who thought too much 

about it was probably crazy” (Barclay 89-90).  It is significant that Rujen looks back 

to Ebeye’s earlier, less modern “sewage system” with nostalgia.48  As Rujen continues 

to recall, “Ebeye’s first toilets were Japanese benjos, stilted platforms extending over 

the lagoon”; later, under U.S. control, “the Corps of Engineers put in a real toilet 

system with saltwater flushing.  The system pumped raw sewage into the lagoon, 

exiting an outfall a few hundred feet from shore.  As Ebeye became more and more 

populated, as more and more people flushed more and more waste down the toilets, 

the pumping station had to do more work than it was designed for and it eventually 

failed under the increased load” (Barclay 90).  Rujen’s recollections not only reflect 

the history of Ebeye’s sewage system, but also the island’s broader colonial history, 

with its shifts in power from one colonial force to the next.  With each successive 

colonial power’s supposed “innovations,” however, Ebeye’s waste disposal seemed to 

grow less effective and beneficial to its people, rather than better.  In this way, 

Ebeye’s sewage system, which reflects the U.S.’s “disinvestment” in the atoll’s 

infrastructure, can be read as an allegory for colonialism’s adverse effects on the 

islands.  Ebeye’s deteriorating sanitation system leads Rujen, and by extension, the 

reader, to question the extent to which the U.S. government, with its promises of 

“modernity” and “advancement,” had in fact brought the islands “progress.”  While 

																																																								
48 Rujen’s recollections of an earlier system of waste disposal, dating back to the 
islands’ pre-colonial days, that had been simpler, healthier, and more in line with 
Marshallese culture, suggest that traditional, indigenous forms of social organization 
may be superior in some ways to those that have emerged alongside U.S. colonialism. 
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one might assume that modern plumbing would have been a positive change, 

improving Marshallese health and quality of life, Rujen points to the fact that it had 

just the opposite effect.  Due to Ebeye’s overcrowded conditions, which its sewage 

system had not been built to sustain, its sewage pump was constantly breaking down, 

causing raw sewage to be released right in front of the island, into its waters.  And, 

“When the sewage pump was not working,” Rujen points out matter of factly, “people 

still had to go—no stopping it, no saving it for another day—so they had to find 

someplace outside” (Barclay 90).  With raw sewage leaking into Ebeye’s lagoons, and 

“more than eight thousand people living on one-tenth of a square mile,” the sewage 

problem had created a public health disaster on Ebeye (Barclay 90).  In addition to the 

island’s squalid and unpleasant conditions, Ebeye’s sewage system was also the 

source of widespread health problems for Marshallese.  The atoll’s unsanitary 

conditions fostered the spread of parasites and disease, largely transmitted by flies, so 

plentiful on Ebeye that Marshallese jokingly referred to them as “the Ebeye Air Force” 

(Barclay 91).  In addition, “Rujen also knew that spilling raw sewage into the lagoon 

was unhealthy, the cause of skin infections, and it spread sickness through the fish 

people caught (he and his household never ate fish caught from Ebeye)” (Barclay 92).  

Through his critical reflections on Ebeye’s unsanitary living conditions, I argue, Rujen 

interrogates U.S. promises of “development” for Marshallese.  Instead of bringing 

about progress, Rujen suggests that U.S. colonial control has had the opposite effect, 

contributing to the “underdevelopment” of the islands.  Under American control, 
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Ebeye had literally and figuratively been transformed into “the shit island,” as Rujen’s 

father, Ataji, bluntly refers to it (Barclay 38).   

 The concept of Ebeye’s “underdevelopment” by the U.S. is further reinforced 

in the novel through Barclay’s descriptions of the atoll’s damaged physical 

landscapes.  In Meļaļ, Barclay importantly spends as much time describing the novel’s 

landscapes and settings as he does its characters, so much so that the Marshallese 

landscape, itself, might even be interpreted as the novel’s final and most vital 

character.49  Indeed, the author’s depictions of Ebeye’s stark and wasted physical 

landscapes speak volumes about the U.S. military’s abuse and mistreatment of the 

islands, perhaps constituting the novel’s most powerful critique:  

Ebeye’s concrete pier was broken open in places on the top and the 
sides, exposing twisted rusting rebar and coral rubble used as fill. . . .  
In shallow oily water to the right, aluminum skiffs and about a dozen 
plywood power boats lay at anchor just outside a broken strand of 
sulfur-colored sand, the beach, which stretched in patches from the pier 
and past the round gray tanks of Mobil gas to the dump at the end of 
the island.  Beyond the dump’s smoldering mounds of trash the reef lay 
strewn with rusting twisted piles of cars and trucks and heavy 
machinery, some of it looking to be the remains of bulldozers and a 
crane, all of it blistered and fusing together in different shades of 
orange and black and casting long jagged shadows. (Barclay 8-9) 
 

A mishmash of “twisted rusting rebar,” “smoldering piles of trash,” and rusted-out 

machinery “fusing together in different shades of orange and black,” Ebeye’s 

landscape resembles a junkyard more than it does a tropical island.  Barclay’s 

descriptions reflect the consequences of the U.S. military’s abuse and destruction of 

																																																								
49 Within traditional Marshallese culture, the land holds a deep cultural and spiritual 
significance that far surpasses that of an object, and is treated more like a family 
member than a material possession.  The tremendous weight Barclay places on the 
landscape nicely reflects this cultural significance.    
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the Marshalls’ once beautiful lands, now degraded and polluted.  In the post-WWII 

period, the U.S. military had left the islands resembling “not a crossroads of the 

Pacific, but a back alley, a junk pile” (qtd. in Hanlon, Remaking 191).  The islands’ 

landscapes, which remained littered with the debris of war, and populated by a 

haphazard assortment of military-style quonset huts and shacks, had led critics to refer 

to the islands not as a trust territory, but “a rust territory” (Hanlon, Remaking 51).  

Conditions on the islands would only continue to deteriorate over the ensuing decades, 

and by the 1960s, Ebeye would be likened to a “small urban ghetto” (Hanlon, 

Remaking 187).   

One of the most significant factors responsible for Ebeye’s increasing “slum-

like” condition was its overpopulation, a problem which, significantly, the U.S. 

military had created.  According to David Hanlon, prior to 1946, the tiny, 78.5 acre-

island had had fewer than 20 residents; however, in order to serve its strategic needs, 

the U.S. military, over a series of separate relocations, had moved hundreds of 

Marshallese to Ebeye.  Directly following the war, the navy had moved most of the 

surviving indigenous population of Kwajalein to Ebeye, and later, other islanders who 

had moved from other parts of Micronesia to work for the military were also relocated 

there.  Meanwhile, the U.S. Navy and Coast Guard had reserved nearly two thirds of 

Ebeye’s total land area for its own use, so that “by 1951, some 1,200 Marshallese 

laborers and their dependents were crammed into an area of less than twenty seven 

acres” (Hanlon, Remaking 191).  During the 1960s, Ebeye’s population density would 

be further exacerbated by the U.S. military’s missiles and weapons tests, which 
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necessitated the relocation of several hundred more Marshallese from their home atolls 

of Roi-Namur, Lib, and the “Mid-Corridor” islands,50 once again, to Ebeye.  In this 

way, Hanlon argues, Ebeye became a “dumping ground” for the U.S. military, literally 

and metaphorically absorbing many of the messy problems and contradictions inherent 

in the military’s strategic agenda.  In addition to its “dumping” of nuclear fallout and 

other toxic waste in the Marshalls’ environment, the U.S. military would also use 

Ebeye as a “dumping ground” for the many indigenous Marshallese caught in the fray 

of its strategic plans. 

 In Meļaļ, we are shown the ramifications of this legacy of U.S. “dumping” on 

Ebeye through Barclay’s depictions of the atoll’s slum-like conditions.  Many of 

Barclay’s descriptions give Ebeye, with its desolate, putrid, and trash-ridden 

environment, the appearance of an actual dump.  This is evident as Barclay writes, 

White smoke rose from the dense decrepit interior of the island and 
from fires outside several nearby tin and wooden shanties, some of 
their roofs nothing more than black plastic tarps. . . . A tangled array of 
power lines draped over the island like cobwebs, many more poles 
holding up power lines than there were trees.  There was no grass or 
even any soil.  Overall the island smelled strongly like something sour 
burning, maybe like burning rotten fruit, and Travis could smell shit.  A 
pack of barking snarling mongrel dogs ran by the children playing with 
the mattress; the lead dog, a white one, had the limp body of a calico 
cat between its jaws.  The last dog limped, running on three legs.  Like 
birds suddenly rising after a speeding school of fish, the children left 
their game and ran after the dogs, shouting and throwing rocks as they 
passed a collapsed tanker truck, and vanished behind a long and narrow 
tin-roofed clapboard building.  One small naked child remained at the 
mattress, jumping up and down by himself on the spring-loaded pieces 
of wood.  Flies circled his head. (Barclay 255) 

																																																								
50 The “Mid-Corridor” islands refer to the islands located in the “central two-thirds 
area” of the Kwajalein atoll complex.  These include the islands of Meck, Lagan, and 
Ningi (Hanlon, Remaking 192). 
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By the late 1970s, Ebeye’s living conditions had become positively “deplorable.”  Due 

to a lack of sufficient housing to accommodate Ebeye’s now more than 8,000 

residents, most Marshallese lived in “substandard” and overcrowded homes, “with up 

to 54 people occupy[ing] a single dwelling” (Hanlon, Remaking 198).  Likewise, 

Ebeye’s physical infrastructure had not been built or upgraded to sustain such a 

dramatic population increase, creating severe problems in sanitation and health.  While 

the tiny island dumped its untreated garbage at the northern end of the island, at a 

place called “dumptown,” raw sewage was released directly into its lagoon (Hanlon, 

Remaking 198).  This historical reality of the “island as dump” is further underscored 

in Meļaļ through Barclay’s descriptions of groups of “naked young children” playing 

with and amongst trash.  Spending their time “catch[ing] Pampers from the pier,” or 

“race[ing] beer can boats in puddles on the reef,” Ebeye’s children are depicted at play 

in conditions resembling not a developing country held “in trust” by the United States, 

but a Third World “ghetto” (Barclay 11). 

 

Kwajalein’s Socioeconomic Apartheid 

 If Ebeye would come to represent the U.S.’s underdevelopment of Marshallese 

people and lands under the Trust Agreement, then the nearby atoll of Kwajalein would 

reflect the ways in which its white inhabitants—both military and civilian alike—had 

become the beneficiaries of this exploitation.  During WWII, Kwajalein had been a 

central site of Japanese militarization, and the atoll continued to be of strategic 

military importance under U.S. control as well.  While at first, Kwajalein was utilized 
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as a labor camp for menial workers employed by the military, the atoll would soon 

become the premier location for the United States’ weapons tests.  Designated as the 

site of the U.S. Navy’s Pacific Missile Range, and later, as the Army’s Kwajalein 

Missile Range (KMR), Kwajalein would become the center of U.S. missiles testing in 

the Marshalls, as well as home to the many white American workers employed by the 

military to operate its testing facilities and surrounding base.51  Over the decades, the 

island would be transformed into a middle-class, white military community, while the 

predominantly Marshallese atoll of Ebeye, notorious for its slum-like atmosphere, 

became a main source of cheap labor for Kwajalein.  In this way, I argue, the two 

atolls came to embody the increasing socioeconomic and racial divide separating 

white and indigenous residents of the Marshalls, a divide which continues to plague 

the islands today.   

Significantly, in Meļaļ, just as Barclay attempts to show what life is like for the 

dispossessed residents of Ebeye, he also depicts the flipside of life for the 

predominantly white and military-occupied atoll of Kwajalein.  Barclay accomplishes 

this through the multiple perspectives from which the story is told: in addition to his 

Marshallese protagonists, who tell the story from their point of view, Barclay also 

narrates the novel from the perspective of three young white boys from Kwajalein.  

Through the eyes of one of these boys in particular, Travis Kotrady, we are presented 

with a very different view of life in the islands.  As Barclay depicts, Travis and the 

other two boys, Kerry and Boyd, had grown up together on Kwajalein, “all the way 

																																																								
51 In 1999, the Kwajalein weapons-testing site was once again renamed, and is known 
today as the Ronald Reagan Ballistic Missile Defense Test Site.  



	

 

83 

from the third grade when they and their families had moved to Kwaj in 1972” 

(Barclay 122).  The boys’ family histories invoke the broader history of military and 

civilian workers, mostly white Americans, who were brought to the Marshalls because 

of their jobs; while some of these were employed directly by the military, many other 

workers relocated to the islands to fill the myriad support positions necessary to 

sustain the base and its operations.52  Whether military or civilian, however, these 

white workers and their families enjoyed a standard of living and socioeconomic 

status in the islands worlds apart from that of indigenous Marshall Islanders.  As 

skilled, middle-class white Americans, these workers, I argue, would greatly benefit 

from the U.S. military’s racialized economic hierarchy, which privileged white 

Americans at the expense of their Marshallese counterparts.   

Significantly, the three white boys, who casually refer to the atoll by the 

nickname, “Kwaj,” are depicted leading a pleasant and carefree existence in their 

island home, not unlike that of typical middle-class American teenagers: “They fished, 

they fought, they played every sport except tennis and bowling and volleyball; they 

egged the cops every night before Halloween, drank beer behind the Teen Center and 

on all the beaches and on the lawn at the Richardson Theater; they knew how to break 

																																																								
52 The personal history of the author, Robert Barclay, reflects this history of white 
American relocation to the islands because of job opportunities there.  So does the 
personal history of another white American scholar who writes of his experiences 
growing up in the Marshall Islands, Gregory Dvorak.  As Dvorak has expressed, while 
his experiences living and growing up on Kwajalein caused him to become intimately 
acquainted with the islands, and to feel a sense of “connection” to that place, this 
connection was always troubled by the disparities between his own privileged 
existence on Kwajalein and the severe impoverishment experienced by most 
Marshallese on Ebeye and other disinvested atolls, as well as by the broader history of 
colonialism in the region. 
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into the base of the radar on Mount Olympus and that was where they took their 

chicks” (Barclay 122).  The boys’ easy, carefree attitude and teenage escapades evoke 

the comfortable lifestyle enjoyed by Kwajalein’s white residents, not subject to any of 

the daily privations endured by Marshallese.  In sharp contrast to Ebeye’s 

impoverishment, the military base and its surrounding community on Kwajalein 

resembled a “middle-class California neighborhood,” outfitted with all of the 

amenities of modern American life (Johnson, “Ebeye and Kwajalein” 47).  These 

amenities included everything from “spacious parks and baseball fields, free movies, 

handball courts, swimming pools, numerous tennis and basketball courts, community 

center and scout hut for young people; air conditioned houses with neat lawns and 

shady fenced yards, beautiful beaches” to “top flight schools and a hospital for good 

medical care” (Johnson, “Ebeye” 1).  For U.S. military employees and their families, 

all of these amenities were free.   

This sense of the broad and extensive privileges of white residents on 

Kwajalein is further demonstrated in the text through Barclay’s depictions of Travis, 

Kerry, and Boyd’s experiences fishing, and how different these experiences are from 

those of Jebro and Nuke.  For the three white boys on the brink of their high school 

graduation, fishing was a way to pass the time and have fun, and Barclay depicts them 

recklessly driving their boat through deep Marshallese waters, trolling for fish while 

guzzling cans of “Oly” (a brand of beer) they had obtained illegally; but fishing 

additionally offered the boys a way of making a little money, as well.  Chasing schools 

of tuna, wahoo, and mahimahi in sleek power boats provided by the military, the boys 
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typically “sold their catch to the Marshallese at a dollar a pound,” and because “the 

boats were always free and so was the ice and gas,” profit was almost always 

guaranteed to them (Barclay 123).  The free boat, ice, and gas, which the military 

provided Kwajalein residents as an almost unnecessary perk, was yet another instance 

of the military’s generous subsidization of the atoll’s white residents.   

In contrast to the white boys’ fishing experiences, Barclay presents Jebro and 

Nuke’s own fishing trip as one whose every step is ridden with obstacles.  In order to 

“take his brother turtle fishing—something Nuke had never done,” and to show Nuke 

his home island of Tar-Wōj, Jebro must repair his father’s boat, an older aluminum 

skiff: “The hull had a few holes, but the seams were tight—some epoxy putty made it 

sound.  The engine was frozen, but only from disuse.  A little taking apart and putting 

back together, new oil and a new plug, and it was running well enough even though it 

smoked maybe more than it should” (Barclay 8).  Significantly, Jebro and Nuke’s 

motivations for fishing sharply contrast that of the white boys, and say much about the 

boys’ different priorities and living standards: whereas the white boys fish for “sport,” 

for the Marshallese brothers, fishing is a means of subsistence as well as cultural 

practice that connects them to their indigenous roots.  Jebro goes on to explain the 

many expenses of maintaining and running a boat, which made fishing nearly 

impossible for most Marshallese: not only did it “cost almost thirty dollars to fill the 

two six-gallon cans” needed to fuel his boat, but “he had to buy six dollars of oil too—

all the money he had saved . . .” (Barclay 40).  The added costs of repair, and of 

replacing boat parts that inevitably became “rotted,” “rusted,” or “borrowed,” likewise 
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made owning a boat difficult for most Marshallese, who struggled to put food on the 

table.  As a result, whereas Marshallese had been “at one time the greatest fishermen 

and navigators in the world,” Jebro reflects on the fact that few Marshallese made a 

living as fishermen anymore, and “Ebeye had many more broken boats rotting on land 

than good ones floating in its waters” (Barclay 41).  Through his depictions of the 

many economic constraints facing Marshallese fishermen, I argue, Barclay points to 

the sheer irony of the situation, whereby Marshallese are prevented from fishing for 

subsistence in their own islands, even as Kwajalein’s white residents receive military 

support to fish recreationally.   

In addition, through Jebro and Nuke’s experiences, we learn that there were 

legal barriers restricting Marshall Islanders’ ability to fish, as well.  These legal 

barriers consisted of the U.S. military’s extensive security restrictions, established in 

order to “secure” its missile testing facilities, which rendered many parts of the atoll 

“off-limits” to Marshallese.  On Kwajalein, for instance, where many worked as low-

wage laborers for the military, Marshallese found their movements tightly restricted 

and surveilled on a daily basis.  To get to work, all Marshallese “would need to catch 

the Tarlang to Kwajalein in the morning and then back again before six in the evening 

(unless specifically authorized for overtime) or be fined for trespassing—a fine more 

than twice his daily pay.  He would not be allowed in the American stores or 

restaurants, and he would be searched at a checkpoint before leaving.  Not even a 

Pepsi bought from a machine was allowed on the boat back to Ebeye” (Barclay 7-8). 

These restrictions are also represented in the text through Rujen’s pleas to his sons to 
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respect the U.S. laws, which forbade them from “trespassing” on their home island of 

Tar-Wōj.  Overhearing Jebro’s plans to take their boat to Tar-Wōj, to show Nuke their 

home island and take him turtle-fishing, Rujen says, “You cannot! . . . That’s the law . 

. . Stop this—just ask a landowner for permission to go to Loi, Ningi, some other 

island on this side of the reef” (Barclay 10).  Moreover, Rujen alludes to the military’s 

aerial surveillance of Marshallese boats, used to enforce these laws, worrying, “the 

helicopters will see you—you’ll be reported for trespassing, and they’ll never give you 

the job!” (Barclay 10).  Rujen’s fearfulness of violating U.S. Law reveals the way in 

which the military had made it a crime for many Marshallese to fish and travel freely 

in their own islands.  As a result, Marshallese could be fined or even arrested for 

trespassing on their own lands.  Significantly, Jebro takes a very different view of the 

situation than his conservative father, and his assertions point to the fundamentally 

unjust and irrational underpinnings of U.S Law: “Nuke has never seen his home island 

. . . Maybe that’s more of a crime than a law” (Barclay 10).  Through his depictions of 

Jebro’s determination to return to Tar-Wōj, Barclay also recalls the broader history of 

Marshallese dispossession, whereby countless indigenous Marshallese had been 

forcibly removed from their native atolls and islands in the past, to make way for U.S. 

nuclear, missiles, and other weapons testing.  This history also comes to the fore 

through Barclay’s depiction of Ataji Keju, Rujen’s father and Jebro’s and Nuke’s 

grandfather.  As we learn, Ataji Keju had been “protesting ever since he was removed 

from the island [Tar-Wōj] in 1965, when the Americans took most of the lagoon and 

several of the surrounding islands to be used as a bull’s eye for ballistic missile 
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testing” (Barclay 23).  Despite the “American law that forbade him to go there,” 

however, Ataji had continually returned over the years, in a series of “protest re-

occupations” of Tar-Wōj.  Significantly, Barclay borrows Ataji’s name from a famous 

Marshallese politician and land activist, Ataji Balos, and true to his namesake, 

Barclay’s Ataji similarly embraces a political (as well as cultural) strategy of land re-

occupation in resistance to U.S. militarization.53  It is Ataji’s spirit of radical refusal 

against the U.S. military, and in support of the reclamation of Marshallese traditions 

and cultural practices, that ends up being passed onto to his grandson, Jebro, whose 

own insistence to return to Tar-Wōj is motivated as much by his refusal of the 

injustices of U.S. Law, as by a desire to perpetuate the traditional Marshallese fishing, 

sailing, and other cultural practices and values taught to him.  In this way, Barclay’s 

characterization of Ataji might also be read as a possible “solution” to the problem of 

																																																								
53 A prominent Micronesian political leader who served as Kwajalein Atoll’s 
representative to the Congress of Micronesia, Ataji Balos is perhaps best known for 
his untiring advocacy for indigenous Marshallese land rights (Hanlon, Remaking 207).  
In 1968, Balos petitioned the Congress of Micronesia on behalf of Marshallese from 
the mid-corridor section of the atoll who had been involuntarily removed from their 
lands by the military.  Protesting the lack of response to their petition, many of the 
Marshallese sailed back to their homes in the mid-corridor on the same day that a 
missile launch was scheduled, a powerful act of resistance that not only resulted in the 
cancellation of that day’s missile, but also another one later in the month (Hezel, 
Strangers 328).  The Marshallese remained on their own islands, even in the face of 
great pressure to leave, until the military finally conceded to their demands, resulting 
in a new agreement that provided the mid-corridor people with greater monetary 
compensation for their relocation. 
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Marshallese dispossession and cultural alienation, offering a symbolic as well as 

pragmatic mode of resistance to the military that may still be applicable today.54  

 

Nuclear Testing and the U.S.’s “Unending” Era of Neocolonialism 

However, as far as the U.S. military’s role in “underdeveloping” the Marshalls 

and its people, nothing would compare to its legacy of nuclear testing.  The U.S.’s 

nuclear and other weapons tests, which began during the Cold War period, would 

poison and contaminate Marshallese peoples, lands, and waters for multiple 

generations, still impacting the region today.  Though set mostly during the 1980s, 

Meļaļ also reaches back to the U.S.’s history of nuclear testing in the 1950s through a 

series of flashbacks; in some of these, Rujen recalls memories of his late wife, Iia, 

while in others Jebro remembers stories told to him by his mother when she was alive.  

From these flashbacks, we learn that Iia, who was originally from the Marshallese 

atoll of Rongelap, had been present on one of the affected islands as a little girl during 

the infamous Bravo test.  According to Rujen, “Iia had been evacuated to Kwajalein 

atoll from Rongelap when she was nine, after her island accidentally received too 

much fallout from one of the atomic bomb tests.  She was burned, and had some of the 

other trouble, but not nearly as bad as most because she had been sick that day and had 

remained inside her house” (Barclay 19).  Interestingly, whereas Rujen’s flashbacks 

cast the tragic course of events that followed the test as “accidental,” in Jebro’s own 

																																																								
54 That is to say, if, in the 1960s, many Marshallese took to returning to their home 
islands in the face of U.S. Law to protest the hyper-militarization of their peoples, 
lands, and culture, then might this same strategy continue to be a viable one today? 
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retelling, it is more ambiguous as to whether the poisoning of Iia’s island had been 

intentional or not.  According to Jebro, “Because they [the inhabitants of Rongelap] 

were never warned or evacuated, and the Americans had to know which way the wind 

was blowing, some of the people of Rongelap complained that they had been poisoned 

on purpose, so that the Americans could test what happens to people as a result of their 

bombs” (Barclay 81).55  Both Rujen’s and Jebro’s recollections draw directly on 

Marshallese accounts of the Bravo shot in March 1954, and the deadly fallout it sent 

towards Iia’s native atoll of Rongelap (as well as the nearby atoll of Utrik).  According 

to Holly Barker, the “radioactive ash” that fell upon the islands was especially lethal to 

the Marshallese there, because they had had no idea what it was, nor had they been 

warned of its dangers.  “In areas where fallout was severe,” Barker writes, 

“radioactive fallout stuck to the sun-protecting and softening coconut oil people 

applied to their skin and hair.  The Marshallese had heard about snow from their 

foreign occupiers, but had never seen it.  When the radioactive ash fell to the ground, 

children thought it was snow.  They played with it and even ate the ash” (23).  From 

Iia’s personal experiences, we learn that she had actually been one of the “lucky ones” 

in that she hadn’t been as exposed to the fallout as most.  Since she had been ill and 

confined to her house, Iia’s symptoms had been relatively mild, especially in 

comparison to the majority of Marshallese present on the island that day.  Those who 

had come in direct contact with the toxic ash, breathing, playing in, and even gathering 

the “white powder,” would suffer from a range of far more serious physical 

																																																								
55 In this respect, the differences between father and son’s accounts parallel the 
broader differences that separate them in their political and cultural viewpoints.   
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symptoms: “Iia said she watched the faces of her friends and relatives become red 

with pain, and after about ten days the hair on their heads and their body hair was 

falling away, their burned skin was peeling off in patches, their fingernails were 

becoming discolored and falling off, their fingers bleeding” (Barclay 81).  However, 

many of the most pernicious, often fatal effects of nuclear poisoning were still to 

come.  Over time, thousands of Marshallese would be stricken with an array of 

cancers, such as “the thyroid cancers that eventually grew in most of the other children 

exposed that day” (Barclay 82).  The alarming rates of leukemia, thyroid, and other 

types of cancer to develop within many Marshall Islanders, it would later be 

discovered, was not only caused by direct radiation exposure, but also by the more 

indirect environmental pollution of the fallout, which contaminated Marshallese water 

and food sources.  By drinking from the polluted waters and consuming the poisoned 

fish of their own lands, Marshallese unknowingly contributed to their further 

poisoning. 

Because the U.S. had given the islanders no warning of what was to come, 

some Marshallese came to believe that the U.S. had deliberately used them as “guinea 

pigs” to test the effects of radioactive fallout on humans, and became politicized 

around the issue as a result.  Yet, Barclay significantly depicts Rujen as one who 

continues to believe the U.S.’s nuclear poisoning of Marshallese had been an accident, 

and who remains steadfastly supportive of the U.S. and its democratic ideals.  This is 

demonstrated in the text, as Barclay writes,  

He [Rujen] had heard the rumors that they did it on purpose, because 
they wanted to know what things their bombs could do, but Rujen 
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never believed that and neither had Iia.  How could he believe that?  
For the President and the Army and the Navy and all the leaders of 
America to think together to do something so awful on purpose to 
peaceful Christian people, while at the same time they fought the evil 
powers and gave the Marshallese so much and strived to fill the world 
with peace and good and freedom—all of them, thousands of them 
together, would have to be completely wudeakeak, insane. (22) 
    

Rujen’s inability to see how the U.S. could possibly be responsible for the poisoning 

of Marshallese, I wish to suggest, reflects the extent to which his character “buys in” 

to U.S. ideologies of benevolence and good will.  These ideologies promoted by the 

U.S. government and military, that “they fought the evil powers and gave the 

Marshallese so much and strived to fill the world with peace and good and freedom,” 

function to disguise and justify the U.S.’s violent colonial policies.  Through Rujen’s 

character, Barclay reveals the transparency of these ideologies, while simultaneously 

showing their potential to blind Marshallese to their own violent oppression. 

However, Rujen’s and Jebro’s flashbacks are perhaps most significant in terms 

of what they reveal about the very long-term effects of nuclear testing, and especially 

their ramifications for the contemporary and future health of Marshall Islanders.  From 

Iia’s experiences, we learn that U.S. nuclear testing not only impacted those of her 

generation, but also subsequent generations of Marshallese.  Barclay demonstrates 

these long-term, multi-generational effects, largely through Iia’s reproductive history, 

which Rujen recounts for us: “Jebro was Rujen and Iia’s first born and they had 

wanted more, a girl, but she had miscarried once before giving birth to Jebro, three 

times before Nuke, and then the one after.  The miscarriages were things she scarcely 

spoke about—one day she would be pregnant and the next she would be gone, to stay 
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at one of her sister’s homes for a while, and when she returned—it was understood” 

(Barclay 20).  Over the course of their marriage, Rujen reveals that he and his wife 

had endured multiple miscarriages, many more than would seem normal for an 

ordinary couple.  In at least one instance, Iia had given birth to what we can infer had 

been a still-born and genetically abnormal child.  Recalling this particular child that 

they had lost, Rujen remembers how Iia had “wrapped [the child] in rags” and buried 

it “in the corner of the cemetery out behind the kitchen” (Barclay 20).  Rujen had 

wanted to offer Iia comfort during this painful time, however, “knowing—having 

heard described what comes out of Rongelap women sometimes, he became a coward, 

ashamed at the thought of having to see the thing his wife was burying and to know 

that he had put it in her—of having her hate him for it” (Barclay 21).  Rujen and Iia’s 

experiences, I argue, invoke the broader history of genetic abnormalities that emerged 

within the Marshall Islands as a direct, though delayed result of nuclear testing.  In the 

years and decades following the U.S.’s nuclear tests in the region, Marshallese women 

were stricken with much higher incidences of miscarriage, and were also known to 

give birth to babies who were still-born; these babies have sometimes been referred to 

as “jellyfish babies” for their horrific, amorphous appearance.  It is presumably this 

type of child that Rujen reflects on losing with mixed feelings of loss, horror, and 

shame.  But, as Rujen further reveals, these had not been the only tragic effects of 

nuclear testing on their family.  After that most painful and traumatic of losses, Iia had 

managed to regain “her sunny personality—so strong was that part of her, so 

indestructible” and they had had “Nuke, a perfect beautiful baby, but a final 
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miscarriage caused a hemorrhage and killed her when Nuke was three” (Barclay 21).  

Through Iia’s untimely death, Barclay underscores not only the long-term, potentially 

lethal health consequences of radiation poisoning, but also the profound personal and 

emotional “fallout” of nuclear testing upon Marshallese families.  The unspeakable 

grief Rujen experiences following his wife’s passing causes him to contemplate taking 

his own life, and while he chooses not to act on this impulse, Iia’s death nevertheless 

creates a permanent void in his and his young sons’ lives.  

Furthermore, through Barclay’s depictions, we also see how the legacy of 

nuclear testing is one that is seemingly unending, persisting in the present and into the 

future.  Barclay demonstrates this through the characters of Jebro and Nuke, Rujen and 

Iia’s two sons who come to play a major role in the narrative.  In many ways, Jebro 

and Nuke figure in the text as the “next generation” of Marshallese, the young people 

born and growing up in the wake of the U.S.’s colonial and nuclear legacies.  Nuke’s 

name, itself, a shortened version of the nuclear bomb, is symptomatic as well as 

symbolic of the U.S.’s nuclear history in the islands, and its deep, unconscious 

imprints on current and future generations.  Even more emblematic is Jebro’s unusual 

physical deformity: “He [Jebro] was born with six fingers on his left hand—a long 

extra pinkie without the nail.  It had no strength, but Jebro boasted he could bring fish 

by wiggling it in the water” (Barclay 4).  Given Jebro’s family history, we can infer 

that Jebro’s “sixth finger” is yet another example of the host of birth defects that arose 

in their family due to Iia’s radiation poisoning.  However, through Jebro, we see how 

the genetic mutations caused by nuclear testing become a legacy, themselves, passed 
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down from one generation to the next, through the genetic material passed from parent 

to child.  While the specific mechanics of human genetics are highly complex and still 

not fully understood, it is widely held that such mutations continue to replicate 

themselves, long after the initial mutation or cell damage.56  This may help to explain 

the still elevated rates of cancer and cancer-related maladies that continue to plague 

Marshallese populations today, many decades after the U.S.’s nuclear detonations.  

Indeed, several recent studies have documented the much higher rates of cancer in the 

Marshalls compared to the United States.  According to one of these studies, “Cancer 

incidence rates were higher in virtually every category in the Marshall Islands,” 

including lung, cervical, and liver cancers (Johnson, “Study”).  To provide just one 

statistical example of the extreme prevalence of cancer in the Marshalls, liver cancer 

rates were cited as being 15.3 times higher in males and 40 times higher in females 

compared with the U.S. (Johnson, “Study”).  Another study conducted by the National 

Cancer Institute predicted that, even now, many decades after the U.S.’s period of 

nuclear testing, there is still a large percentage of nuclear-related cancers that have yet 

to develop or be diagnosed in many Marshallese, due to the long-term nature of 

radioactivity (Rowa 2005).   

However, the U.S.’s nuclear legacy in the Marshalls is not only discernable 

through the long-term biological effects of radioactive poisoning, but also through the 

lingering environmental contamination of Marshallese lands and waters by nuclear 

waste.  Nearly all of the atolls exposed to nuclear fallout in the forties and fifties 

																																																								
56 For instance, individuals with a family history of cancer are typically considered at 
higher risk of developing cancer themselves. 
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continue to bear the residues of nuclear contamination in their lands and waters today, 

containing much higher levels of radioactivity than is normal or safe.  For the 

indigenous peoples of Bikini and Rongelap atolls, both of which received extremely 

high doses of radioactivity, this has meant a permanent exile from their islands thus 

far.57  In the case of Utrik atoll, which was said to have received a “low-level” of 

exposure, the Utrik Islanders were allowed to return immediately following the Bravo 

test only to discover that their lands were still contaminated.  More recently, when 

Utrik Islanders hired a group of independent scientists to assess the safety of their 

islands, the scientists concluded that “those who had not been there during the Bravo 

test but who moved back later actually received a higher radiation dose from 

continuously living in and eating food from a still radioactive environment” (Johnson, 

“Marshalls”).  Likewise, while the people of Enewetak atoll have been allowed to 

return to the southern half of their atoll (because the northern islands are still too “hot” 

																																																								
57 Initially displaced from their atoll since the mid-1940s, the peoples of Bikini have 
been unable to return for nearly seventy years now.  Over the course of their exile, the 
Bikinians were relocated by the U.S. multiple times because they faired poorly away 
from their home atoll.  On Rongerik, where Bikinians were first evacuated “with a 
two-week supply of food and promptly forgotten,” food and resources were so scarce 
that the people nearly starved to death; they were later moved to Kwajalein and finally 
to Kili Island in the southern Marshalls, where many Bikinians still reside today 
(Hezel, Strangers 271).  In contrast, the people of Rongelap, tragically allowed to 
remain on their islands during the Bravo explosion, were later evacuated to Kwajalein 
where they lived for three years.  However, allowed to return to their islands 
prematurely, the Rongalapese reported a host of nuclear-related health problems, 
including high rates of miscarriage and birth defects (Hezel, Strangers 273).  As a 
result, the people of Rongelap eventually initiated their own self-evacuation once 
again.  According to journalist Giff Johnson, “Rongelap Islanders have lived in exile 
since 1985, when, fearful of continuing radiation exposure, they organized a self-
evacuation with the aid of the Greenpeace vessel Rainbow Warrior” (Johnson, 
“Marshalls”).   
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with radiation), this begs the question of exactly how much residual radiation lingers 

even in the southern islands and, for that matter, in other islands deemed “safe” by 

U.S. officials.  The people of Enjebi Island (of Enewetak Atoll), for instance, who 

have not resettled their home island due to high levels of residual contamination, 

currently live on another island, Runit Island, but even that island is located “adjacent 

to a nuclear waste storage facility that contains radiological debris and contaminated 

soil from the testing program” (Barker 28).58  Such concerns about ongoing radiation 

exposure and environmental pollution have led Marshall Islanders to petition the U.S. 

government for additional funds to pay for the “clean-up” of their islands in recent 

years.  However, undoubtedly because of the staggering amounts of money required—

estimated in the billions—the U.S. has largely failed to assist in cleaning up the 

nuclear contamination for which it is responsible in any substantial way.  We see, 

then, how the U.S.’s legacy of nuclear and environmental colonialism in the Marshalls 

becomes one that is endless, continuing on into perpetuity.  In this way, I argue, 

Barclay’s Meļaļ points the way towards the new mechanisms and qualities of U.S. 

neocolonialism, which prove different from earlier ones in their “recurrent” character, 

and that manifest in ways that are insidious, environmental, and even genetic in 

nature. 

 

 

																																																								
58 According to Barker, still other parts of Enewetak Atoll, where a portion of the 
indigenous population has returned, “were scraped of the top level of soil, including 
the trees and plants, in an effort to reduce human radiation exposure” (28). 
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Marshallese Mythology and the Trickster’s “Estrangement” of Colonial Reality 

In Meļaļ, one of the elements that sets it apart from other Pacific Island works 

and, which largely distinguishes it stylistically, is its incorporation of indigenous 

mythology within a purportedly “realistic” narrative.  Alongside the more 

conventional plot centered on Jebro, Nuke, and Rujen, is a second storyline also set in 

Kwajalein, Ebeye, and the Marshalls, only populated by demons, mythical tricksters, 

and dwarves.  These “mythical” sections are interspersed in alternating fashion with 

the “realistic” chapters of the book and comprise a substantial portion of the entire 

novel.  In these chapters, Barclay draws upon Marshallese mythology, a complex body 

of myths and stories originating in indigenous oral tradition that have been passed 

down from generation to generation.  Barclay borrows specific mythical characters, 

such as Etao, the Marshallese trickster, and Ņoniep, the dwarf, that are well-known 

and celebrated within Marshallese culture; in many cases, his representation of these 

mythical characters and their deeds are extremely close to their traditional sources, 

constituting more of a retelling of past stories rather than the creation of new ones.59  

																																																								
59 However, it is important to note that there are many versions of these traditional 
sources from which Barclay draws, and Marshallese stories can vary a great deal 
depending on the specific storyteller.  As early as the 1910s and later in the 1950s and 
1960s, German and then American anthropologists (such as Davenport and Chambers) 
traveled to the Marshalls to record these oral stories so that they could be studied and 
preserved for future generations.  While usually maintaining the same basic storyline 
and structure (for example, Etao tricks the chief from Kiribati), the stories differ in 
details of plot, setting, characters, and style.  Furthermore, the stories were 
undoubtedly influenced through the process of being recorded in written form and 
translated into English by foreigners (the common anthropological dilemma).  So 
while some sources may be perceived as more “traditional” than others, there is no 
such thing as a “pure” source. 
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In so doing, his narrative serves to perpetuate the rich cultural tradition of Marshallese 

storytelling and orality.60  

At the same time, however, Barclay attempts to do something new with these 

traditional stories and characters, by revising or embellishing them, but perhaps more 

importantly, by replacing them within a modern, “realist” setting.  While at certain 

points of the narrative, Barclay depicts these mythical characters as existing in an 

ancient indigenous past, during the time of the ancestors and the creation of the 

universe, throughout much of the novel they are portrayed as modern-day mythical 

heroes living in the present.61  In this vibrant world that Barclay imagines, Etao the 

trickster is up to his usual antics of tricking chiefs, seducing women, and otherwise 

wreaking havoc as he travels from atoll to atoll, only now in a modern and largely 

westernized setting.  Etao bears the imprints of this new world, as he now travels 

about in a Lakers jersey and gym shorts, and uses his magic to conjure up boxes of 

Pizza Hut pizza and Double Western Bacon Cheeseburgers when he is hungry 

(Barclay 135).  From the American military, Etao has also learned some new tricks, 

such as the ability to fly like a missile (Barclay 107).  In this way, while epitomizing 

the classical Marshallese trickster, Barclay’s Etao simultaneously represents a 

modernized mythic hero, an ancient one pushed into the future, who is neither purely 

indigenous nor completely westernized, but a blend of the two influences. 

																																																								
60 It might even be argued that Barclay incorporates Marshallese mythology to such a 
degree that his book is co-authored, in a sense, by the many Marshallese storytellers 
who have told and retold these stories, going back to the ancestors of the Marshallese 
people.  
61 It is as if Barclay poses us with the intriguing scenario: what would happen if Etao 
and Ņoniep were living today?   
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 Perhaps most importantly, Barclay’s narrative posits these figures not as 

“mythical” or “fantastical” beings, but as “real” characters within the story.  In Meļaļ, 

Etao, Ņoniep, and the other mythical figures take on a reality that is just as “real” as 

that of Jebro, Nuke, and Rujen.  They do not inhabit an imaginary world separate from 

the human protagonists, nor does their “mythical” storyline remain disconnected from 

the “real” one; rather, Etao and Ņoniep’s stories quickly become intertwined with that 

of the human characters, and throughout the narrative, “mythical” and “real” 

repeatedly converge and collide.  One of the first instances of this convergence of 

“myth” and “reality” takes place at the end of the second chapter, when Jebro glimpses 

a bright flash illuminating the sky: 

He first thought it was one of the American missiles streaking toward 
the lagoon, but the burning glow and vapor trail looked different, 
erratic, prismatic, and seeing it brought on a strange sense of familiarity 
and kinship which at first, because it initially seemed dangerous, he 
tried to deny.  It could only be a meteor, or something . . . but when it 
disappeared just after he got the attention of Nuke, who did not see it, 
Jebro thought it was just best to say, “Keep an eye out for birds,” 
because the familiar feeling had become very strong, and it made him 
sure that the thing in the sky was not a meteor or a missile but a—he 
couldn’t figure it out. (Barclay 12) 
 

In the very next chapter, “Another Dimension,” we learn that this flash was none other 

than Etao, who is traveling home after a long sojourn, and has taken the form of an 

American missile: “Etao reenters the atmosphere at a burning speed and dives for the 

center of the lagoon.  He nails the water and rockets to the bottom, tickling the kooch 

of a nurse shark before surfacing to hover, in the faded red glow of the morning, just 

above a small splashing chop” (Barclay 13).  In his first appearance in the narrative, it 

is telling that Etao explodes onto the scene in a dramatic collision with the earth.  With 



	

 

101 

Etao’s burning entrance into the atmosphere, the “mythical” and “real” literally and 

figuratively collide.   

In Meļaļ, such moments where the “mythical” intervenes in the “real” become 

vital “flashpoints” in the text, producing ripples of effects that impact the rest of the 

narrative; these “ripple effects” cascade through the narrative, shaping and altering the 

perceptions and actions of each of the characters.  Returning to the example of Jebro’s 

first sighting of Etao, Jebro is filled with “a strange sense of familiarity and kinship” 

with the missile rocketing through the sky; it is a feeling that defies logic, yet “the 

feeling had become very strong, and it made him sure that the thing in the sky was not 

a meteor or a missile but a—he couldn’t figure it out” (Barclay 12).  Seeing Etao alters 

Jebro’s perception by filling him with an uncanny feeling, a feeling of “familiarity and 

kinship” with the Marshallese trickster so vital to his culture.  Jebro’s sense that there 

is something more to the flash of light than meets the eye, something that transcends 

logic and the bounds of reality, might be described as a kind of heightened awareness 

or critical consciousness.  It is precisely this awareness that is made possible by Etao’s 

intervention, which acts as a catalyst and binds Jebro more strongly to his indigenous 

roots. 

However, the collision of “mythical” and “real” elements in Meļaļ proves 

significant not only in terms of its formal innovation, but also because of its political 

ramifications.  When the “mythical” and “real” are presented side by side, as equals 

within the same narrative, a disruption is produced in the text because the validity of 

each narrative is thrown into question.  This is because “mythical” and “real” realms 
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represent competing and diametrically opposed logics, which cannot coexist: the logic 

of the “mythical” world, in which shape-shifting, supernatural beings live among us, 

does not fit into the “real” world logic of western rationality and colonialism.  

Furthermore, the clashing of competing logics leads to an interrogation of the very 

categories of “real” and “mythical”: just as the fantastical nature of the “mythical” 

realm is destabilized, so is the “reality” of the “real” world.62  As I wish to suggest in 

this section, the intervention of the “mythical” in the “real” serves a radical and 

utopian function in Meļaļ, by estranging the reader from the “normality” of colonial 

reality.  Furthermore, this estrangement effect, or defamiliarization of colonial reality, 

is facilitated by the Marshallese trickster figure, whose playful rebelliousness and 

defiance of authority performs a radical reversal, turning the tables on colonial power 

and authority. 

The coexistence of mythical and real elements in literature has been studied 

and theorized extensively elsewhere, particularly in studies of magical realism.  A 

literary mode and movement often associated with the Latin American “boom” of the 

1940s and 1950s, magical realism has been characterized by a conflict between two 

opposing world views, one representing a supposedly western “rational” point of view, 

and the other representing a supernatural point of view which bears its origins in so-

called “primitive” or indigenous cultures.  As scholars of magical realism have argued, 

this blend of what are essentially opposite perspectives in a single narrative has the 

																																																								
62 For this reason, I place the terms “real” and “mythical” in quotation marks, to 
debunk the assumption that the “real” narrative featuring the human protagonists is 
somehow more real than the “mythical” narrative. 
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effect of challenging binary oppositions, such as life and death, ancient and modern, 

indigenous and western.63  Certainly, theories of magical realism are closely related 

and useful for our purposes, constituting theoretical allies which help us better 

understand and interpret Barclay’s similar fusion of real and mythical elements.  In 

addition, theories of magical realism serve to situate Barclay’s Pacific Island work 

within a broader global frame, usefully connecting Pacific Island literatures to magical 

realist works emerging from other postcolonial contexts, such as Latin America, 

Africa, as well as to works by indigenous peoples of North America.   

In his introduction to Nuanua: Pacific Writing in English Since 1980, Albert 

Wendt acknowledges the ways in which magical realism (and also postmodernism) 

have influenced Pacific Island literature and helped to shape Pacific Island writers, 

especially of a certain generation.  He writes:  

Many of these influences came to the Pacific through our writers’ 
university education and reading and through literature courses which 
also included post-colonial writers like V. S. Naipaul, George 
Lamming, Derek Walcott, Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, Bessie 
Head, Ngugi wa Thiongo, and Kwei Armah.  The so-called magic 
realism of Jorge Luis Borges and Gabriel Garcia Marquez has also 
entered our literature.  So now we have a complex and expansive blend 
of realism and magic realism in our writing. (Wendt, Nuanua 4) 
 

However, even as Wendt pays tribute to these influences, he is also clear to emphasize 

that magical realist and postmodernist techniques are not all necessarily “new to 

Pacific indigenous cultures, where storytelling is always seen as a process which 

changes according to the mood of the teller and the reactions of her audience, and 

																																																								
63 For an excellent overview of debates surrounding the definition of magical realism, 
see Amaryll Beatrice Chanady’s study, Magical Realism and the Fantastic: Resolved 
Versus Unresolved Antinomy (1985). 
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where art is a commodity produced for the community” (Nuanua 4-5).  That is to say, 

for Wendt not all of the techniques used by Pacific Island writers have been 

introduced by outsiders, and in fact, many have emerged from within an indigenous 

Pacific Island tradition.  As Wendt goes on to argue, many literary techniques 

typically attributed to postmodernism, magical realism, realism, and other western 

literary movements, are in actuality “indigenous ingredients” that have emerged out of 

a uniquely Pacific Island cultural tradition; this cultural legacy encompasses “the 

techniques of oral storytelling and other oral traditions; art, dance, and music; and 

indigenous philosophies and visions” (Nuanua 4).  In this way, Wendt situates Pacific 

Island literature firmly within a specifically indigenous Pacific Island legacy imbued 

with its own unique techniques and attributes.  Furthermore, he suggests that while 

magical realism may have influenced Pacific Island literature, it is by no means a 

comprehensive tool for analyzing it.  As such, perhaps new theories specific to the 

indigenous cultures of the Pacific are necessary for fully analyzing and interpreting a 

work such as Meļaļ. 

 Like magical realism, the trickster has also been studied and theorized 

extensively, rendering it a global phenomenon whose presence has been found in a 

wide array of mythologies across the world.  Perhaps the most striking feature of the 

trickster figure is its ubiquity, surfacing in nearly every major global mythology, from 

European literature and Greek mythology, to African, African American, Native 

American, Pacific Island, and other indigenous oral traditions.  What is so striking and 

perplexing about the trickster figure is how a generic character, exhibiting many of the 
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same traits and attributes, could possibly exist in such a wide variety of literatures 

hailing from such disparate cultural and geographical locales.  Yet, over the past 

century, scholars of the trickster have consistently illuminated the uncanny 

resemblances between and among the various trickster figures—from Hermes of 

Greek mythology, to Maui and Kamapua‘a of Polynesian mythology, to Coyote and 

Raven of Native American origin—to such a degree that they seem more alike than 

different. 

 Not surprisingly, given the sheer diversity of contexts from which the figure 

has emerged, scholars’ definitions and interpretations of the trickster have varied 

widely.  Though the trickster has been traced in oral narratives dating back to 

antiquity, it wasn’t until the mid-19th century with the rise of anthropological 

discourse in Britain and the United States that the term “trickster” began to be used 

widely (Doty and Hynes 14).64   Through the mid-1900s, anthropologists and 

folklorists proceeded to collect, study, and comment on stories related to the trickster 

figure—many of these of Native American origin—including Franz Boas and Robert 

Lowie, among others.  However, perhaps the most influential of these has been 

anthropologist Paul Radin in his classic 1956 study of Winnebago Indian culture, The 

Trickster.  One of Radin’s most valuable contributions was to place the trickster 

within a cross-cultural context, drawing parallels between the Winnebago trickster, 

																																																								
64 It is important to note that the term “trickster” developed as an academic category, 
and not from within its indigenous cultures of origin.  This has made the term suspect 
for some, who view the term’s imposition as an extension of the ethnocentrism 
anthropological discourse has been criticized for in the past, an issue I will return to 
later. 
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Wakdjunkaga, and the trickster figures of other North American Indian cultures.  

Radin notes the “astounding” similarity of the exploits attributable to Wakdjunkaga 

with that of “all other trickster heroes of North America” (132).  Furthermore, he 

begins to define the broad outlines of the trickster figure’s generic character shared by 

many Native American cultures.  Radin writes: 

The overwhelming majority of all so-called trickster myths in North 
America give an account of the creation of the earth, or at least the 
transforming of the world, and have a hero who is always wandering, 
who is always hungry, who is not guided by normal conceptions of 
good or evil, who is either playing tricks on people or having them 
played on him and who is highly sexed.  Almost everywhere he has 
some divine traits.  These vary from tribe to tribe.  In some instances he 
is regarded as an actual deity, in others as intimately connected with 
deities, in still others he is at best a generalized animal or human being 
subject to death. (155) 
 

He points to the contradictory nature of the trickster as another of its defining features: 

“the meaningless cruelty he inflicts upon others in order to obtain food, and how, at 

the last moment, he is always frustrated and cheated, cheated in fact, not only by 

others but by himself . . . how he comes to grief by trying to imitate others . . . and 

how occasionally he turns the tables on his tormentors” (Radin 141).  Radin interprets 

the significance of the trickster’s appearance across a variety of cultures, using a 

psychological approach.  For Radin, the trickster’s crude behaviors, manifested in his 

insatiable appetites for food and sex, identify him as a primordial being, an “inchoate 

being of undetermined proportions, a figure foreshadowing the shape of man” (xxiv).  

According to Radin, the trickster cycle narrates the evolution of the trickster from a 

primordial being into one who more closely resembles a human being, a process of 

coming to consciousness which, in his view, parallels the evolution of the human 
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psyche.  He writes, “Wakdjunkaga is to be depicted as completely unconnected with 

the world of man and as gradually evolving from an amorphous, instinctual and 

unintegrated being into one with the lineaments of man and one foreshadowing man’s 

psychical traits” (Radin 133).  In this way, Radin suggests that the significance of the 

trickster ultimately lies in its symbolism of the universality of human kind, and 

specifically the origins of the human psyche in a primitive unconscious.   

As ground-breaking as Radin’s study was in developing a cross-cultural 

definition of the trickster, subsequent scholars have criticized his interpretation as too 

“universalizing.”  For many scholars, by presenting the trickster as a universal 

archetype, Radin’s study oversimplified the figure, overlooking the particularities and 

complexities of its different cultural manifestations.  For these scholars, the term was 

an imposition upon indigenous cultures.  Some scholars even called for the elimination 

of the term, arguing instead for specific tribal and national studies of cultural figures.65  

Other scholars have taken issue with Radin’s presentation of an evolutionary 

psychological schema, which identified the “primitive” indigenous figure at the lower 

end of his spectrum of development.  In doing so, Radin’s schema was deemed 

“ethnocentric” and demeaning towards indigenous world views. 

Such critiques bring to the fore a broader methodological debate concerning 

the usefulness and legitimacy of any kind of cross-cultural analysis that seeks to 

compare and draw connections between different cultures.  To put this dilemma in the 

																																																								
65 See T. O. Beidelman’s “The Moral Imagination of the Kaguru: Some Thoughts on 
Tricksters, Translation and Comparative Analysis” (1980) and Ellen Basso’s In Favor 
of Deceit: A Study of Tricksters in an Amazonian Society (1987). 
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form of a question, “Is it valuable to study such cultural phenomena as the trickster 

using a cross-cultural framework, or should cultures be studied unto themselves in the 

specificities of their particular cultural and historical settings?”  In their collection of 

critical essays, Mythical Trickster Figures: Contours, Contexts, and Criticisms (1993), 

humanities scholars William J. Hynes and William G. Doty tackle this question 

directly.  In their introduction to the collection, Hynes and Doty summarize 

contemporary debates surrounding definition and interpretation of the trickster, noting 

how “many scholars argue against a generalizing, comparativist view” (2). 

Interestingly, they situate these debates within the context of classical epistemological 

controversies over “universals and particulars.”  Hynes and Doty write, “Although 

these methodological issues are raised in a distinctly contemporary manner, they are in 

fact classical in substance, inasmuch as they form part of traditional epistemological 

debates about universals and particulars. . . . The underlying question is whether we 

can attain general knowledge or only knowledge of particular cases” (5).  The authors 

go on to interrogate a methodology that “holds any given particular to be so radically 

individual and different from all other particulars and that general knowledge is 

therefore impossible” (Hynes and Doty 5).  However, even as Hynes and Doty reject 

such overly “particularizing” methods, neither do they fully embrace an approach 

aligned with a “simplistic universalism” insensitive to cultural and historical 

specificity.  While acknowledging the important contributions made by Radin towards 

a cross-cultural analysis of the trickster, they are careful to critically engage with his 

representation of the trickster as an “important but very primitive stage in the 
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progressive or evolutionary development of humankind” (Hynes and Doty 8-9).  In 

contrast, Hynes and Doty delineate their own approach as one that seeks to “build 

upon Radin in a critical manner,” and which attempts to “tack back and forth from the 

particularities of specific tricksters within their respective belief systems, on the one 

hand, and the meaningful interconnection between particulars and elucidating 

generalizations, on the other hand” (2, 6).  In this way, Hynes and Doty recover a 

cross-cultural framework for studying the trickster at the same time that they call for 

analyses that are culturally and historically specific.66 

 Since Radin’s 1956 study, another more recent scholar whose work has been 

influential in the cross-cultural study of trickster figures is cultural critic Lewis Hyde.  

In his book, Trickster Makes This World: Mischief, Myth, and Art (1998), Hyde 

analyzes a range of trickster figures from around the world—from Hermes in Greece 

and Eshu in West Africa, to Krishna in India and Coyote in North America—to arrive 

at a unifying portrait of the trickster figure that gets to the heart of his trickster nature.  

Hyde is known for his interdisciplinary approach to cultural studies, which defies 

disciplinary boundaries as well as distinctions of high and low cultures, and his work 

on the trickster follows in this vein, blending analyses of folklore with interpretations 

of classical and contemporary art.  Hyde manages to undertake an in-depth exploration 

																																																								
66 The authors’ introduction lays the groundwork for Hynes’ own essay included in the 
volume, in which Hynes presents his own preliminary definitions of the trickster.  In 
his “Mapping the Characteristics of Mythic Tricksters: A Heuristic Guide,” Hynes 
introduces six major features common to many trickster myths.  These include “(1) the 
fundamentally ambiguous and anomalous personality of the trickster.  Flowing from 
this are such other features as (2) deceiver/trick-player, (3) shape-shifter, (4) situation-
invertor, (5) messenger/imitator of the gods, and (6) sacred/lewd bricoleur” (Hynes 
34). 
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of the trickster that is nuanced and multifaceted, reflecting the subtle differences 

between cultural figures, but which also advances a portrayal of the trickster that is 

astoundingly unified and unifying across cultures. 

In Trickster Makes This World, Hyde identifies the trickster as a “boundary-

crosser,” a fundamentally “ambivalent” and “ambiguous” figure who can be found 

where ever a boundary is being transgressed.  According to Hyde, the trickster lives in 

the space between such binary oppositions as “right and wrong, sacred and profane, 

clean and dirty, male and female, young and old, living and dead—and in every case 

trickster will cross the line and confuse the distinction” (7).  For Hyde, this is why the 

trickster is a wanderer who is perpetually “on the road”: because tricksters are “lords 

of in-between,” always “passing through” with one foot in “the doorway leading out” 

(6).  Hyde points to the trickster’s fundamentally contradictory and paradoxical nature: 

neither completely “right” nor completely “wrong,” neither fully “divine” nor fully 

“human,” the trickster defies boundaries and resists simple categorization.  To this 

initial depiction, Hyde adds that trickster figures are typically male and often “ridden 

by lust,” their wanderings are driven by their voracious appetites for food, and they are 

“regularly honored as the creators of culture” (8).  Hyde means that tricksters are often 

featured in myths as “culture heroes” who contribute to the creation and molding of 

the world through their heroic exploits.  He writes, “they are imagined not only to 

have stolen certain essential goods from heaven and given them to the race but to have 

gone on and helped shape this world so as to make it a hospitable place for human 

life” (Hyde 8).  To cite just one example, the trickster’s theft of fire from the gods for 
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the benefit of human kind is an instance of “culture creation” common to many 

mythical traditions. 

These prominent features of the trickster have been identified by a host of 

other scholars; however, as I wish to suggest, what sets Hyde’s interpretations apart is 

his understanding of the trickster as a fundamentally critical being, whose primary role 

is in overturning the societal boundaries and conventions from which he emerged.  For 

Hyde, this constitutes one of the key paradoxes of the trickster figure: how the 

trickster’s function is ultimately to interrogate and undermine the fabric of society that 

created him.  He writes, “I want to argue a paradox that the myth asserts: that the 

origins, liveliness, and durability of cultures require that there be space for figures 

whose function is to uncover and disrupt the very things that cultures are based upon” 

(Hyde 9).  Distinguishing the trickster from other simply deceptive or cunning figures 

(such as the confidence man), Hyde continues, “Trickster isn’t a run-of-the-mill liar 

and thief.  When he steals, it isn’t so much to get away with something or get rich as to 

disturb the established categories of truth and property and, by so doing, open the road 

to possible new worlds” (13).  Hyde’s analysis challenges those who would define the 

trickster as a merely rebellious or deceptive character; rather, for Hyde, essential to the 

trickster’s nature is a questioning of the most basic assumptions and social mores upon 

which our societies are built.  He suggests that this process of questioning may serve a 

utopian function in transforming our societies, by “open[ing] the road to possible new 

worlds.” 
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To support his argument, Hyde explores the trickster’s particular identity as a 

“bait thief,” a motif prevalent in many cultural mythologies.  According to Hyde, 

because the trickster is one who is motivated by hunger, in many stories he is depicted 

in close association with baited traps.  In some stories, he is portrayed as inventing 

new traps to capture food, such as when Coyote invents the fishnet and teaches 

humans to catch salmon, while in others he is featured using his intelligence to escape 

from traps set for him; in still others, the trickster finds himself falling for a trap and 

being caught, such as the Norse mischief-maker Loki who fashions a fishnet only to be 

ensnared in it.  However, for Hyde, the stories that are most laden with meaning are 

those in which the trickster is figured as “bait thief,” managing to steal the bait from 

the trap without getting caught.  Citing folklore about coyotes in the American West, 

Hyde points to coyotes’ astounding ability not only to avoid traps, but also “the well-

known propensity of experienced coyotes to dig up traps, turn them over, and urinate 

or defecate on them” (qtd. in Hyde 21).  In Hyde’s view, such behavior represents a 

unique relationship of coyote to trap that sets it apart from other animals, who would 

either fall for the bait or alternately, steal the bait with the sole aim of satiating their 

hunger.  Rather, coyotes’ irreverent misbehavior reveals an acute intelligence, and 

perhaps even a “sense of humor.”  He continues, “With this image we move into a 

third relationship between tricksters and traps.  When a coyote defecates on a trap he 

is neither predator nor prey but some third thing” (Hyde 21).  For Hyde, this “third 

relationship” of trickster to trap is that of “critic.”  He writes, “From that position the 

bait thief becomes a kind of critic of the usual rules of the eating game and as such 
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subverts them, so that traps he has visited lose their influence” (Hyde 22).  By digging 

up, overturning, or defecating on the traps, the trickster does more than just outwit his 

predator: his actions serve as a subversion of both the trap’s and predator’s power.  

Furthermore, Hyde’s analysis points to the trickster’s particular talent of overturning 

power dynamics.  In an amazing reversal of power, the coyotes’ actions cause the 

traps to “lose their influence,” for “What trapper’s pride could remain unshaken once 

he’s read Coyote’s commentary?” (Hyde 22). 

 Returning to Meļaļ, I’d like to suggest that Hyde’s insights into the 

fundamental nature and function of the trickster prove fruitful in interpreting the 

Marshallese trickster, Etao’s, role in the text.  Furthermore, a closer look at Barclay’s 

depictions of Etao, Ņoniep, and the other mythical characters reveals how the 

intersection of so-called myth and reality serves a broader political function, by 

subverting neocolonial reality. 

 In Meļaļ, Barclay’s characterization of Etao embodies many of the qualities 

and behaviors that have come to be associated with the classical trickster figure.  

Perpetually famished and in search of excitement, Barclay’s Etao is a constant traveler 

who is always “on the road.”  Easily prone to boredom, Etao never stays in one place 

for very long, and his journeys take him on a seemingly endless tour of the myriad 

atolls of the Marshalls.  Through the course of the novel, Etao visits Utrik, Likiep, 

Maloelap, Majuro, Mili, and Kwajalein atolls, to name a few, and then proceeds on to 
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such far-flung locales as the islands of Polynesia, Rapa Nui, and even to America.67  

Depicted as a highly skilled navigator, who can discern subtle patterns in the weather, 

ocean, and stars, Etao often travels by canoe, but he can also be found using his shape-

shifting abilities to swim or fly across the sea.68  True to the classical trickster’s talents 

of changing shapes, Etao is depicted transforming into one of his many bodily forms 

at will, often in order to escape his pursuers.  He is able to assume the form of specific 

fish, birds, and plants native to the Marshall Islands, disguising himself as a grouper, 

parrot fish, tiger shark, blue-faced booby, crab, and breadfruit.  In typical trickster 

fashion, Etao’s modus operandi is creating mayhem and stirring up trouble wherever 

he goes: if he is not tricking a chief into climbing into an um (oven), or setting entire 

villages on fire, he is using his charms to seduce other men’s wives and daughters.  

Etao’s misdeeds are typically the cause of his sudden departure from the places he 

visits, and he often barely manages to escape the angry chiefs, cuckolded men, and 

duped women in hot pursuit. 

Etao also fits Hyde’s descriptions of a “boundary-crosser,” straddling multiple 

boundaries and binary oppositions, and his tendency to embody opposing 

characteristics makes his personality seem contradictory and paradoxical at times.  For 

																																																								
67 It is during Etao’s brief trip to America where he learns to fly like a missile from the 
U.S. military. 
68 While Etao’s identity as a traveller is certainly connected to his role as trickster 
figure, it is also inextricably related to the Marshallese people’s impressive tradition of 
voyaging in the Pacific.  As Wendt and others have pointed out, the motif of voyaging 
is one that can be found throughout Pacific Island literature, dating back to ancient 
oral narratives and chants, many of which sought to preserve knowledge of intricate 
navigational techniques, tides, and stars used by indigenous Pacific Islanders to 
successfully voyage their canoes across the ocean. 
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instance, Etao is represented as both mortal and divine.  As a direct descendent of his 

father, Wūllep, the “worm man,” a formerly divine being who fell to earth from his 

position in the realm of the gods, Etao’s genealogy places him somewhere between 

god and man.  He is portrayed as possessing certain supernatural abilities, such as the 

ability to shape-shift and transform others, that clearly set him apart from humans; 

however, Etao is not completely immortal either, which is evident as his supernatural 

powers depend on a magical turtle shell worn around his neck, without which, he 

would die. 

 However, Etao’s resemblance to the classical trickster figure is perhaps not  

surprising, when one considers that the character is not wholly Barclay’s creation, but 

is based upon the traditional Marshallese figure of the same name.  Etao, also known 

as Ļe-Etao, Ļetao, or Edao, is one of the most well-known characters within 

Marshallese culture, and is the subject of a complex of stories surrounding his 

adventures and exploits in the Marshall Islands (Tobin 311).  These stories bear their 

origins in oral narratives reaching back to ancient times, and were traditionally 

transmitted through the generations by gifted Marshallese storytellers, or ri-

bwebwenato.  For the Marshallese peoples, these stories constituted a vital and 

dynamic part of their culture.  More than entertainment, these stories were used to 

instruct future generations about how to live and treat others; they reflected and 

preserved the Marshallese people’s history, culture, spiritual beliefs, and knowledge of 

their natural environment; and, as I would also like to suggest, following Hyde, they 
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served an important role in critically engaging with the values and social conventions 

underlying their societies. 

 In Meļaļ, Barclay borrows heavily from the rich repository of traditional 

Marshallese stories surrounding Etao.  While in some cases, he modernizes and adds 

his own embellishments to these stories, in others, Barclay simply retells these stories, 

preserving them in traditional fashion.69  In many of the stories incorporated, there is 

an implicit theme of disrupting social norms fundamental to Marshallese culture, and 

Etao’s role is one of challenging traditional figures of authority.  For instance, one of 

the initial stories included in the text features Etao tricking both his father, Wūllep, 

and older brother, Jemāluut, so that he may steal a magical turtle shell.  In this well-

known Marshallese story that explains how Etao acquired his powers, Wūllep sends 

Etao and Jemāluut to steal the tortoise shell from the hideous witch, Lijepake; because 

only Etao is not repelled by Lijepake’s appearance, he is able to obtain the shell and its 

magic, but instead of relinquishing it to his father as promised, Etao steals it for 

himself.70  In Marshallese culture, both father and older brother were of higher power 

and status, and a younger sibling was expected to obey them, so Etao’s actions clearly 

pose a challenge to these traditional Marshallese authority figures.  Interestingly, 

Luomala points out how the theme of a younger, often precocious sibling challenging 

																																																								
69 In this way, Meļaļ proves interesting and experimental formally, and it also serves 
to problematize the question of authorship.  If a large portion of the text is not actually 
authored by Barclay, but by an author that can perhaps be described as a collective 
Marshallese oral tradition, then could Meļaļ be considered as much an indigenous 
Pacific Island text as an original work by a non-indigenous writer? 
70 Katherine Luomala, Pacific Island scholar and author of Maui-Of-A-Thousand 
Tricks, attributes this story to the Ralik Group people of the Marshall Islands. 
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the authority of an older one is common not only within Marshallese stories, but 

within the folklore of the region of Micronesia as a whole.71  Luomala’s argument 

could also be extended to include Polynesia, as well, as Maui and Kamapua‘a, both 

famed Polynesian trickster figures, are each depicted as having a similarly irreverent, 

playful relationship with his older brother, on whom he is perpetually playing tricks. 

 However, Etao’s subversion of traditional authority figures is perhaps most 

apparent in those stories in which he is featured tricking and disrupting the power of 

chiefs.  The variety of tricks Etao plays on chiefs is a pervasive theme in the complex 

of stories about him, and Barclay interweaves many of them into Meļaļ.  One of the 

most well known of these stories, one that is included in most collections of 

Marshallese mythology, is the story of Etao’s duping a chief into cooking himself in  

an um (underground oven).  While versions of the story differ, the narrative typically 

begins with Etao arriving on an island to find that the people there are suffering from a 

famine.  The islanders have no food to cook, but Etao tells them that they are to build 

an um in anticipation of a feast.  Etao then climbs into the hot um, requesting that they 

cover him up, and when it is uncovered, the people find that Etao has escaped 

unscathed and the oven is magically full of food.  Etao then encourages the chief of 

the island to repeat his magic trick: build another um and climb inside, producing a 

second abundance of food to feed his people.  In some versions of the story, Etao 

convinces the chief to climb in willingly, while in others, he pushes him in, but in the 

																																																								
71 For an excellent overview of many of the themes and motifs explored in 
Micronesian mythology, see Luomala’s entry, “Micronesian Mythology,” in Funk and 
Wagnalls Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and Legend. 
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end, the oven is uncovered to reveal nothing but the chief’s cooked corpse, and the 

story concludes with Etao sailing gleefully away from the islands, just out of reach of 

his pursuers.   

On one level, the story clearly demonstrates Etao’s prowess at overturning the  

power of authority figures, as Etao’s trick ultimately results in the death of the 

islanders’ chief, one of the most powerful figures in Marshallese society.72  However, 

the story may further reveal the Pacific Island trickster’s role of restoring justice in a 

societal context that has become imbalanced or unjust.  This is evident as Etao’s 

decision to intervene in the islanders’ situation is provoked by the severe famine they 

are facing.  As many scholars of the Pacific have highlighted, ancient Pacific Island 

societies were impressive in their ability to produce sufficient amounts of food to 

sustain their populations, while simultaneously maintaining balance within their 

delicate ecosystems.  As the leaders of their people, chiefs were held responsible for 

maintaining this delicate balance, so any disruption to it, such as a famine or natural 

disaster, could be construed as a sign of weak or unjust leadership.  In Native Land 

and Foreign Desires, Native Hawaiian scholar Lilikalā Kame‘eleihiwa describes this 

crucial aspect of the Hawaiian world view, which served as a kind of “check” of the 

power and authority of the chiefs.  She writes, “Should a famine arise, the Ali‘i Nui 

[high chief] was held at fault and deposed.  Alternately, should an Ali‘i Nui be stingy 

																																																								
72 The chief’s power in Marshallese society, as well as the grave consequences of 
opposing, much less, killing a chief, are hinted at in some versions of the story, in 
which it is suggested that Etao’s pursuers intended to put him to death for his 
transgressions; of course, in all versions of the story, Etao manages to escape 
unharmed, and faces none of the consequences one would normally contend with for 
murdering a chief. 
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and cruel to the commoners, the cultivators of the ‘Aina [land], he or she would cease 

to be pono, lose favor with the Akua and be struck down, usually by the people” 

(Kame‘eleihiwa, Native 26).  Viewed in this light, Etao’s act of killing the chief is not 

senseless, but a righteous one intended to restore order and justice for the starving 

islanders.  Such an interpretation of Etao as restorer of justice is underscored by the 

few but important changes Barclay makes in his own retelling of the story in Meļaļ.  In 

Barclay’s version, Etao arrives on the island of Butaritari to find the islanders 

suffering from thirst and hunger because of a drought; however, as Barclay writes, the 

situation was “made worse because the chief took from everyone else as if it were a 

season of plenty” (67).  Barclay describes the Butaritari chief as a greedy and unfair 

leader who, in a time of crisis, hoarded what little food and water the islanders had for 

himself.  The chief’s unjust leadership, which enriched himself at the expense of his 

people, is reflected in Barclay’s description of the chief’s body, “whose once tight, fat 

belly now hung in numerous flabby layers like many hungry smiles” (67).  In a 

communal culture that was based upon values of generosity and caring for others, and 

in which the chief’s role was to ensure that the people were properly cared for, the 

Butaritari chief’s behavior would have been considered especially egregious.  Given 

this context, Etao’s trick on the chief takes on greater significance, and can no longer 

be seen as a mischievous prank pulled by a simple fool: on the contrary, Etao’s actions 

reveal him as a sharp critic and social commentator, whose actions take aim at a 

tyrannical leader’s abuse of power. 
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 I’d like to suggest that one of the trickster figure’s primary functions in the 

ancient societies from which he arose, may have been a kind of social critique of the 

societies themselves, along with the various strictures and dynamics of power that they 

entailed.  In Meļaļ, Barclay offers us a glimpse of how the trickster may have 

functioned within these societies, through the simple gesture of retelling many of the 

Etao myths.  However, Barclay’s text accomplishes more than this, and it does so by 

pushing the Marshallese trickster into the future and replacing Etao within a 

contemporary setting.  In so doing, Etao performs a similar critical function in Meļaļ 

as he did in the past, only his social critique is directed at the neocolonial structures of 

power currently responsible for the oppression of indigenous Marshallese. 

 In Barclay’s modern reimagining of Marshallese mythology, Etao, along with 

his friend, Ņoniep, are depicted as real characters engaged in a battle against a host of 

evil demons.  Two demons in particular, Wūllep, Etao’s worm-like father, and 

Ļajibwinām̧ōņ, spirit of wickedness, both based on traditional Marshallese mythical 

characters, are intent on killing Ņoniep and stealing his soul, and they command their 

minions to paddle from the West to do their bidding.  Wūllep’s desire to kill Ņoniep 

originates from his anger at his son, Etao, for stealing the magic turtle shell, and his 

frustrations at not possessing its powers for himself.  From this point, Wūllep turns to 

the side of evil, and when Ļajibwinām̧ōņ hears of Wūllep’s anger, the two band 

together.  From Ļajibwinām̧ōņ, Wūllep learns “black magic and curses to bring 

demons and sickness and evil, a revenge on this world because he hates it so much” 

(Barclay 52).   
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As Barclay depicts, the demons and evil forces brought forth by Wūllep and 

Ļajibwinām̧ōņ threaten to overtake the Marshall Islands, corrupting its natural 

environment and peoples.  Significantly, Barclay uses metaphors of pollution and 

disease to depict the demons’ corrupting influences, which “seep and reach from the 

invisible island of Ep like the fingers of a scummy slick, a sick streak—if it could be 

seen—staining the water as if from a thin green gruel leaking out from under a bloated 

corpse on the beach, spreading the disease of their evil, the curse of their infectious 

misery, the pollution and perversions with which they corrupt the nature of mortal 

living things” (14).  Portrayed as a contagious pollutant, which spreads through the 

islands like a disease, the demons threaten to infect and poison everything in their 

reach, from the land and waters, to the indigenous peoples.  In this way, the demons in 

Meļaļ can be read as an allegory for colonialism and its many ill effects in the 

Marshall Islands.  Not unlike colonialism, the demons are represented as the central 

evil force underlying all of the blight, misery, and sickness plaguing the Marshalls, 

from its dilapidated, slum-like living conditions and lack of basic hygiene and 

infrastructure, to the poisoning of Marshallese lands, waters, and bodies by nuclear 

colonialism.  Barclay writes, “Soul stealers, decay makers, child eaters, sickness 

spreaders, brain suckers, the foulest of all conjurable demons clinging to people and 

things like sea slugs sucking the reef, feverishly intent in the service of their masters 

on wringing death from life, on replacing everything pure and natural and pleasurable 

with stinking rot and ruin, a living death, life inside-out” (14).  Interestingly, demons 

are featured as common figures in traditional Marshallese mythology, and within 
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Marshallese culture, they are often believed to be the cause of sickness and sometimes 

death (Tobin 7).  Barclay’s incorporation of this element of Marshallese folklore helps 

to “estrange” the reader from the evils of colonialism that are all-too-often naturalized.  

Populating the landscape of the Marshall Islands with hosts of evil demons, Barclay 

disrupts dominant conceptions of reality, causing colonial reality to appear “strange” 

and “bizarre” to the reader.  Though a seemingly fantastical notion—that of actual 

demons inhabiting the landscape of the Marshall Islands—the demon narrative 

uncovers a reality that is stranger than fiction, illuminating the hellishness of everyday 

life for many Marshallese.  Barclay appropriately depicts the island of Ebeye, one of 

the most impoverished, dirty, and densely populated of the Marshall Islands, as the 

most “blighted” with demons, earning it the nickname, “meļaļ,” or “playground of 

demons,” the novel’s namesake.  On Ebeye, Wūllep and Ļajibwinām̧ōņ plot to steal 

the souls73 of as many Marshallese people as they can, in order to “increase the host of 

blackened souls” and “win the balance to their evil side and revel in the sudden 

mayhem it will bring” (Barclay 283). 

It is in this fray of demons, this “meļaļ,” that Etao, the trickster, and Ņoniep, 

the dwarf, become embroiled.  For Ņoniep, at stake in the battle with the demons is 

not only his soul, which the demons seek to plunder, but the very fate of the Marshall 

Islands, which the demons threaten to fully transform into an evil, polluted, and 

																																																								
73 The theft of one’s soul is a common motif in many traditional Marshallese myths; 
just as Barclay depicts in Meļaļ, a person’s soul is imagined as a “fluid-like ball” that 
can be physically removed from one’s body.  Barclay cleverly employs this bit of 
folklore to allegorize the process of cultural colonialism, by which indigenous 
Marshallese find their culture forcibly “stolen” from them, leaving them lost and 
bereft of their “souls.”  
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hopeless place.  Ņoniep knows that his chances of prevailing against the demons are 

slim; however, he “dreams of a plan, a hope, a small and unrealistic chance of 

stopping what looms like a monstrous wave risen to a precarious height” (Barclay 14).  

In this way, Barclay depicts Ņoniep as a utopian figure, whose hopes of defeating the 

demons signify the possibilities for social and political change in the Marshall Islands.  

Within Barclay’s allegory of colonialism, if the demons stand in for the forces of 

colonialism that threaten to stamp out Marshallese culture, then Ņoniep symbolizes 

indigenous Marshallese anticolonial resistance against these intrusions.  Ņoniep’s 

strategy of resistance is one that is grounded in Marshallese culture and an attempt to 

return to a more traditional way of life.  Firmly rooted in an older Marshallese culture, 

Ņoniep lives and conducts himself according to indigenous traditions and protocol.  

His body exhibits the extensive tattooing for which Marshallese and many other 

Pacific Island cultures are known; and, in contrast to Etao, who is depicted consuming 

highly processed, western foods, Ņoniep prides himself in preparing and subsisting on 

indigenous foods of the land, such as pandanus fruit (one of the Marshallese staples), 

coconut crabs, and taro.  Fearing the potential loss of indigenous knowledge and 

culture that looms before them, Ņoniep spends his last days chanting his knowledge of 

Marshallese land and culture, navigation, and history into a breadfruit tree to preserve 

it for future generations (Barclay 84-87).  Barclay’s characterization of Ņoniep builds 

upon yet another traditional Marshallese mythical character of the same name.  

Ņoniep, also spelled ņooniep, are benevolent, dwarf-like supernatural beings that 

figure prominently in many Marshallese myths and stories; though fundamentally 
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“good” characters, they are often depicted as engaging in fierce battles with demons 

and other supernatural beings, and are also known for bearing a more traditional 

relationship to Marshallese culture (Tobin 63).  As I wish to suggest, Barclay builds 

on this mythical character to explore both the possibilities and pitfalls of a political 

strategy based solely on a return to older forms of indigenous culture.  On the one 

hand, situated within the contemporary context of the Marshall Islands, where 

American colonial pressures work to alienate indigenous Marshallese from their lands 

and traditions, a strategy of cultural resistance would seem to be an important front in 

the battle against colonialism.  At the same time, however, Barclay seems to 

interrogate such a strategy that does not also attempt to engage with the modern 

challenges of neocolonialism, through his portrayal of Ņoniep, as well as through his 

contrasting depictions of Ņoniep and Etao’s characters. 

In contrast to Ņoniep’s strict traditionalism, Etao represents a more dynamic 

and flexible blending of indigenous and western cultures.  Whereas Ņoniep’s strategy 

could be described as a kind of cultural conservatism, Etao’s strategy seems to be one 

of cultural opportunism, assimilating and synthesizing elements of all cultures and 

using them to his own advantage.  This is one of the hallmarks of the trickster figure: 

his ability to inhabit the spaces in between, occupying multiple and contradictory 

cultural positions at once.  Etao’s opportunistic blending of cultures is discernable in 

everything from his clothing and eating habits, to his more weighty philosophical 

musings.  On the one hand, Etao is able to use his indigenous knowledge to deftly 

navigate the islands in a canoe, to outsmart chiefs and other supernatural beings, and 
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to teach the Marshallese people how to fish and to cook with fire.  Yet, Etao is also an 

admirer of modern American basketball; he is depicted wearing a Lakers basketball 

jersey, number 33 (Kareem Abdul Jabar’s number), and is a fan of Jabar’s famous 

“skyhook” shot: “Nothing compares to the form of that shot when he does it just right” 

(Barclay 140).  On the surface, Etao’s interests in western culture would appear to be 

somewhat superficial; however, what I’d like to argue is that they actually reveal an 

intelligent understanding of western culture and, most importantly, a propensity to use 

western knowledge in an oppositional way.   

One of the most interesting examples of this is Etao’s assimilation of American 

military technology.  In the context of the story, Etao travels to America as part of his 

sojourns, upon learning that it was “a place where many mysterious things were 

happening at an incredibly fast pace” (Barclay 71).  When he returns, Etao has learned 

many new skills to add to his trickster repertoire, including the ability to “fly like a 

missile” (Barclay 107).  Etao’s emulation of American missile technology is 

significant as well as ironic, given the American military’s ongoing use of the 

Marshall Islands as a testing site for missiles and other weaponry.  From an indigenous 

perspective, such technology would seem to be an obvious tool of the colonizer and 

therefore highly suspect.  However, Etao sees instead how he might capitalize on the 

technology, adopting it for his own purposes.  In the final and climactic battle between 

Ņoniep and the demons, Etao uses an American warhead, redirected from a testing 

facility, to defeat the demons at their own game.  In this crucial scene, only Ņoniep’s 

ghost remains to fight off the steadily approaching demon army, and what is left of his 
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supernatural powers is dwindling quickly; it is at this dire moment when Etao, who 

had previously refused to help Ņoniep, finally comes to his aid: “This is when his 

moment comes, his timing perfect, when three warheads break into the atmosphere 

and streak red-hot toward the lagoon.  Etao snaps his fingers and the lights of Ebeye 

suddenly blink on, every type of electric thing becoming noisily alive.  A woman 

down there screams.  It is all the distraction Etao needs” (Barclay 292).  Here, we see 

the intersection of mythical and real storylines, as Etao intervenes in reality by using 

his supernatural powers to restore electricity during a typical power outage on Ebeye.  

Timing his assault on the demons with the routine testing of three warheads, Etao uses 

this moment of chaos to catch one of the warheads in his hands and, using the 

signature Kareem Abdul Jabar play he is so fond of, “skyhooks” the warhead down 

through the clouds, redirecting its trajectory towards the demons.  As “Etao’s warhead 

continues to fall at increasing speed, headed where he had all along intended it to go, 

straight on target to ruin the lives of two unsuspecting demons,” we see that this had 

been his plan all along (Barclay 293).  In this carefully crafted scene, Etao is depicted, 

both literally and figuratively, reversing the powerful technology of American 

colonialism against itself, using it to oppose the colonial power that created it.  Just as 

Coyote reverses the power of the hunter’s baited traps, just as the Etao of ancient 

Marshallese mythology reverses the power of countless chiefs, so too does Barclay’s 

modern Etao work to undermine and reverse the power of contemporary 

neocolonialism, turning it on its head.  Etao’s act of “skyhooking” the warhead is also 

crucial, in that it signifies the kind of playful co-optation of culture for which the 
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trickster figure is famous.  Instead of simply rejecting the technology as a tool of 

colonialism (as Ņoniep does), or adopting it in an uncritical manner, Etao imagines a 

playful way of redeploying it for his own ends.  In this way, I wish to suggest, Barclay 

points to a flexible and synthetic strategy of anticolonial resistance, one that attempts 

to recover traditional Marshallese culture while simultaneously adapting to the new 

technologies and demands of contemporary neocolonialism.  Furthermore, Barclay 

highlights the trickster as a fundamentally subversive figure, whose reversals and 

disruptions of reality create utopian possibilities for an awakening of political 

consciousness. 

Indeed, one of the most important functions Etao performs in Meļaļ is that of 

disrupting the “real” storyline and, in so doing, facilitating the reader’s 

defamiliarization of reality.  Through his interventions in the narrative, Etao disturbs 

the seamlessness of colonial reality, illuminating the conditions of racism, poverty, 

disease, and environmental pollution plaguing the Marshall Islands and its indigenous 

peoples.  As I wish to suggest, this is the ultimate reversal made possible by the 

Marshallese trickster: whereas contemporary conditions of neocolonialism are often 

perceived as “normal” and “everyday,” the trickster radically reverses the situation to 

reveal the dark, disturbing, and highly unnatural state of affairs.  In this way, perhaps 

the most vital work that Meļaļ accomplishes is an awakening of political 

consciousness, where the reader emerges from the text with a deeper awareness about 

the real plight of indigenous Marshallese under neocolonialism. 
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This process of coming-to-consciousness is one that is mirrored in the 

development of the protagonists in Meļaļ.  Through the course of the narrative, each of 

the novel’s main characters—Rujen, Jebro, and Travis—undergoes an important shift 

in his perception of reality, which might be described as a process of politicization.  Of 

all of the characters, the one whose politicization is most apparent and extreme is that 

of Jebro’s father, Rujen.  At the outset of the novel, Rujen is portrayed as an 

indigenous person who is content with his colonized plight.  While his white 

counterparts reside in clean and comfortable suburban homes on Kwajalein, Rujen 

lives in a filthy and dilapidated shack on Ebeye, and works as a low-level menial 

laborer in a sewage facility catering to military personnel; yet, Rujen fails to see the 

contradictions of his situation, and rather than feeling anger or indignation about the 

squalid conditions Marshallese must endure in their own lands, he maintains a 

demeanor of acceptance and gratitude towards his plight.  However, we see his 

outlook begin to shift over the course of a single day—Good Friday—as a series of 

seemingly accidental misfortunes befall Rujen: “A good man did not deserve so many 

troubles in one morning, Rujen thought—sewage percolating up his sink, an 

embarrassing argument with Jebro, his seat taken on the boat, his boots and socks, 

now this.  His disbelief of all things superstitious thinned into a suspicion of dark 

powers conspired against him” (Barclay 55).  While these occurrences would seem 

quite mundane, they fill Rujen with a growing sense of unease and dissatisfaction with 

his life: an “eerie” or “uncanny” feeling that things are not as they should be.  Of this 

uncanny feeling, Barclay writes, “He [Rujen] felt, right then, a strange, quick 
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impingement of dread, but it passed before he could understand what caused it or 

why” (58).  As I wish to suggest, this “strange, quick impingement of dread” can be 

read as the beginnings of Rujen’s estrangement from neocolonial reality, whose 

uncanny experiences mirror the reader’s own estrangement through the course of the 

story.  As Rujen becomes increasingly distanced from his everyday life, gaining the 

capacity to critique and eventually resist his oppressive environment, so too does the 

reader experience a similar process of political awakening.  We see the seeds of 

Rujen’s growing critical awareness at another, later point in the text, as Barclay writes: 

What bothered Rujen the most, what made him nervous and his heart 
beat too fast, was an inability to put behind him all the things that had 
been bothering him all day—the sewage in his sink, his stolen boots, 
his bicycle, the dolphins even (he had no idea why they troubled him), 
and, although he thought he had settled the matter, there persisted the 
nagging question of his soul—and the feeling that all of it was 
somehow connected, pointing to something larger he ought to know, 
and what made it worse was a sense of pressure that seemed to pin 
constantly at the edge of understanding exactly what it was, neither 
allowing him to face it nor push it from his mind. (165)  
 

Though he is not quite aware of it yet, the “nagging question of his soul” which 

“seemed to pin constantly at the edge of his understanding” is none other than Rujen’s 

developing critical consciousness.  With each ensuing mishap, Rujen questions more 

and more his own beliefs and preconceived notions about life in the Marshall Islands.  

At the sewage plant where he works, Rujen finds himself reflecting for the first time 

on the lack of basic sanitation and infrastructure on the predominantly Marshallese 

island of Ebeye: 

For years he had mentioned to authorities that Ebeye needed a new 
system, one that treated the sewage, but not until just recently had 
anything been done.  A concrete oxidation ditch and clarifier was being 
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built by Filipino contractors but it was nowhere near operational.  
Promised money had yet to be released from the United States for 
“phase two,” all the rest of the work that needed to be done.  A new 
freshwater system was also planned and so were improvements to the 
power plant, but until then the power was out more than it was on, and 
the Army sold to Ebeye freshwater barged from Kwajalein. . . . 
Someday Ebeye would be as nice a place to live as anywhere, and 
while Rujen had always believed this, and had always been a strong 
believer in progressing to join the modern world, he could not help but 
suspect on this troublesome day of his, Good Friday, that things had 
never progressed forward at all but backward, upside-down, inside-out. 
. . . (Barclay 92) 
 

Here, we see the sharpening of Rujen’s political critique, as he begins to see, as if 

through new eyes, the severe disparities in living conditions surrounding him.  

Whereas he had previously accepted the lack of material “progress” as the norm for 

Marshallese people, Rujen begins to see the contradictions of the situation, whereby 

Marshallese lack basic sanitation, infrastructure, and health care in their own islands, 

even as his white counterparts enjoy a healthy and modern standard of living, a 

scenario that Rujen significantly refers to as “all but backward, upside-down, inside-

out.”  Barclay’s use of the words, “backward, upside-down, inside-out,” indicates 

Rujen’s growing awareness that the world around him is not simply amiss, but a world 

of contradictions and diametric opposites; but, even more importantly, his language 

points to the impending reversal of Rujen’s world view.   

As Rujen’s misfortunes steadily build and compound upon one another, his 

feelings of estrangement come to a head in a scene in which he experiences an 

existential crisis, resulting in a radical reversal of his paradigm.  In this climactic 

scene, Rujen attends church services on Kwajalein, an event for which, significantly, 

Rujen needs special permission to attend due to the military’s “no-trespassing” policy 
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for Marshallese.74  A devout Catholic, Rujen is permitted to remain on Kwajalein on 

Sundays to volunteer as a church usher, a rare privilege he is granted because of his 

cheerful and amenable demeanor towards the white military personnel and their 

families.  However, on this particular day—Good Friday—we witness a complete 

reversal in Rujen’s standing amongst the white church community, as well as of 

Rujen’s perceptions of them, as he experiences what appears to be a nervous 

breakdown.  Having injured his feet (because his shoes were stolen) and with his 

hands and clothing sullied with rotten fish, Rujen arrives late and disheveled to the 

Good Friday service.  Then, in a highly symbolic act, Rujen finds himself cleaning his 

dirty hands on the money in the donation calabash, money that had been earmarked to 

“save the dolphins” from the “savage” Marshallese.  As we learn earlier in the text, 

when two Marshallese fishermen catch a pair of dolphins for their own subsistence 

and cultural purposes, a furor erupts within the white community on Kwajalein.  

Ignorant of Marshallese custom, which allows for the ceremonial consumption of 

dolphin,75 the white community ironically perceives the Marshallese fishermen’s 

actions as “savage,” “ignorant,” and even “unlawful,” eventually negotiating an 

agreement to pay the Marshallese for the “beautiful, intelligent creatures” (Barclay 

190).  In this way, if the white community’s donation calabash represents the 

																																																								
74 Ironically, the “no trespassing” policy only applies to Marshallese, who are only 
allowed on the island temporarily for work and are required to leave each day by a 
designated curfew.   
75 Attempting to explain the particular Marshallese fishing tradition to a group of 
white people, Rujen states, “Marshallese don’t go looking for dolphins, chasing them 
in the ocean, but it’s a Marshallese custom that when you see a dolphin come inside 
the lagoon, that’s a gift.  If you refuse to take it then you get bad luck—that’s the 
custom” (Barclay 120).  



	

 

132 

military’s paternalistic and culturally ignorant perception of Marshallese, then Rujen’s 

act of soiling the money expresses his own disapproval of their racism and ignorance, 

literally and figuratively marking the military’s money as “dirty.”  Rujen’s increasing 

ambivalence and bitterness towards his white counterparts culminates in a dramatic 

scene ending in his own symbolic crucifixion.  While straightening the red cloth 

veiling the church’s wooden statue of Jesus, Rujen ends up pulling down and 

destroying the statue, not only severing the head from Jesus’s body, but impaling his 

hands on Christ’s crown of thorns.  As the blood from the wounds on Rujen’s hands 

smear the broken and beheaded effigy of Christ, the white congregation exclaims in 

horror, viewing the event as a sign that Rujen is a demon risen “from the infernal pits 

of hell” (Barclay 206).  Through the loaded religious imagery in this scene, Barclay 

draws an interesting comparison between Rujen and Jesus Christ: like Jesus, Rujen too 

finds himself persecuted and crucified as a consequence of his oppressive political and 

social environment.  This comparison is further reinforced, when Rujen looks upon the 

severed head of Christ, to see that “the downcast eyes of Jesus Christ staring back at 

him, almond-shaped, deep dark-brown, the effect enhanced by the newly flattened 

nose, were in fact the eyes of a fellow Marshallese” (Barclay 205).76   

However, it is only when Rujen, fleeing the church, is suddenly invigorated 

with the knowledge of what he must do next, that his radical reversal becomes fully 

																																																								
76 This scene also brings into focus the history of religious colonialism in the islands, 
whereby white Catholic missionaries imposed their own Eurocentric conceptions of 
God and spirituality on the Marshallese.  By seeing that Christ’s eyes are in fact 
“Marshallese,” Rujen resists such a colonizing gaze, simultaneously identifying with 
and reclaiming the figure of Jesus Christ for Marshallese people. 
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realized.  Stealing away to the little lagoon where the two dolphins were being held in 

the “protection” of the white community, Rujen takes a knife and, with trembling 

hands, prepares to kill and butcher the fish according to Marshallese tradition.  

Significantly, it is only after Rujen commits this seemingly “evil” and “irrational” 

act—that of killing the dolphins—that things finally become clear for him.  We begin 

to see the change in Rujen as, for the first time, his hands “no longer trembled.  His 

heart no longer beat unnaturally fast” (Barclay 267).  Carrying away the “slippery 

plastic sack” smelling strongly of fish, Rujen notes, “It was a good smell because in a 

strange, backward kind of way, the insanity that had driven him to possess it—the 

same insanity that he had feared all day would grip him—was the one thing that got 

him thinking now that he was more sane than ever” (Barclay 268).  Rujen’s use of the 

terms, “strange, backward,” as well as of the binary of “sanity/insanity,” not only 

signals to us a fundamental change in his thinking, but one in which his former world 

views have become overturned.  As a result, whereas Rujen had previously normalized 

the status quo under U.S. neocolonial rule, now he apprehends the sheer contradiction 

of the situation, whereby Marshallese are treated as outsiders in their own lands: 

“reading the line marked VIOLATION: Trespassing, he [Rujen] suddenly saw how 

incredibly backward it was, how it made no sense.  How could a Marshallese be 

trespassing on a Marshallese island?” (Barclay 270).  In his refusal of the “insanity” of 

neocolonialism, Rujen also significantly rejects and reverses the supposed “justice” 

and “righteousness” of U.S. Law.  This reversal is at once evident through Rujen’s 

suddenly (and uncharacteristically) bold response to a white police officer, who issues 
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him a ticket for “trespassing” on Kwajalein: “Maybe you better pay me fifty bucks!  

You pig” (Barclay 271).  Rujen, too, ultimately reverses his former opinions 

concerning his sons’ decision to “trespass” on their home island of Tar-Wōj.  In place 

of the feelings of fear and anxiety he had formerly felt, Rujen now expresses pride in 

Jebro and Nuke’s violation of U.S. Law in order to return to their homeland and 

practice their indigenous culture.  Inspired by Rujen and his sons’ courage and 

defiance, soon other Marshallese begin to express their support of such strategic law-

breaking, as well: “I like it when boys like yours go trespassing on the outer islands.  

All boys should go if they have the chance, instead of just lying around and drinking”; 

another character exclaims, “Maybe we all should go . . . We should go live on those 

islands and tell the Army to shoot their missiles at Ebeye instead!” (Barclay 279).  The 

act of “trespassing,” then, figures as a potentially powerful cultural act and form of 

resistance, through which indigenous Marshallese may counter U.S. neocolonial and 

military rule.  By re-occupying their atolls and islands in direct opposition of the many 

U.S. Laws that forbid it, indigenous Marshallese not only participate in important 

symbolic acts, that function to weaken the power and authority of these laws, but may 

also successfully thwart U.S. weapons tests, as has happened with Marshallese re-

occupation protests in the past, hopefully pointing the way to a future moment when 

Marshallese can safely return and reinhabit their native lands, once again. 

 

 

 



	

 

135 

Conclusion: The Trickster as Oceanic Anti-Colonial Hero 

 As I have hopefully demonstrated, Etao’s ongoing significance for 

contemporary Marshallese lies as much in his ability to help reclaim traditional 

Marshallese myths and cultures of orality for the present, casting his sharp critical eye 

upon current generations and colonial regimes, as it does in his potential to incite 

powerful forms of anti-colonial protest, both real and imagined.  Yet, as I also wish to 

point out, Etao’s relevance is not limited to the particular context of the Marshall 

Islands or, for that matter, even to the region of Micronesia; rather, the Marshallese 

trickster’s fundamentally rebellious, irreverent nature has cropped up in other parts of 

the Pacific, as well, to employ his tell-tale tactics of critique and reversal.  Most 

recently, in Perez’s from unincorporated territory, examined in this dissertation, Etao 

takes the form of the humorous (and often inappropriate) “Juan Malo,” a popular 

character originating in Chamorro folklore.  According to Perez, “Juan Malo is a 

young, poor Chamorro man who lived in Guåhan during Spanish colonial occupation.  

His mischievous adventures (reminiscent of other indigenous tricksters) involved 

outwitting and deceiving the Spanish governor and other officials with the help of his 

karabao (water buffalo)” (endnotes to [guma’]).  Like Barclay, Perez pushes this older 

cultural figure into the present, imagining what Juan Malo would say about 

contemporary neocolonial conditions in Guåhan.77  Likewise, in Hawai‘i, where 

Native Hawaiians continue to fight for their lands and self-determination, the trickster 

																																																								
77 Honing in on the contemporary legacy of colonial foods in Guam and the wider 
Pacific, for instance, Malo levels his humorous critique at the importance of “SPAM” 
and Vienna sausage to the contemporary Chamorro diet.   
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has similarly reappeared in the form of “Kamapua‘a,” the Hawaiian demi-god.  In A 

Legendary Tradition of Kamapua‘a: The Hawaiian Pig-God (1996), Hawaiian scholar 

Lilikalā Kame‘eleihiwa has described Kamapua‘a’s legacy as one that is both cultural 

as well as political, continuing to take on new significance over the generations.  She 

writes of a particular version of Kamapua‘a’s story, published in the Hawaiian-

language newspapers of the 19th century, that functioned as a kind of hidden 

“rebellion” against the Calvinistic haole regime, through its motifs of sexual openness 

and promiscuity (Kame‘eleihiwa, Legendary xvii).  Kame‘eleihiwa adds that the spirit 

of Kamapua‘a remains alive and well today, discernable in the stories of modern-day 

pig hunters who insist they have seen the “real” Kamapua‘a.  Whether real or 

imagined, Etao, Juan Malo, and Kamapua‘a (as well as the myriad other forms the 

trickster assumes throughout Oceania) all remind us of the irrepressible spirit of 

indigenous resistance that continues to return, alter, and multiply over the generations.  

Furthermore, it is precisely this “kolohe” spirit of resistance, rebellion, and tireless 

critique, embodied in the ubiquitous trickster figure, that underscores the continuing 

importance of indigenous literatures, oral traditions, and other cultural forms for 

current and future generations of anti-colonial protest in Oceania and beyond.78 

 

																																																								
78 Kame‘eleihiwa defines kolohe, a Hawaiian word, as “mischievous, naughty, rascal” 
(xvi).  
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Chapter Three:  

Tropes of “Colonial Addiction”: Compact II, U.S. Aid, and the Politics of Food in 

Emelihter Kihleng’s My Urohs 

 

Ohl sohte kin kamwenge ohl. (“Men do not feed men.”)  

--Pohnpeian proverb  

 

 In May 2003, after four years of negotiations, representatives from the United 

States and Federated States of Micronesia (FSM) signed an agreement ratifying a new 

and updated version of the Compact of Free Association.  Dubbed “Compact II,” the 

new agreement was intended as an extension of the previous Compact agreement that 

had expired in 2001.  According to the terms of the original Compact, implemented in 

both the FSM and the Marshall Islands in 1986, the U.S. was committed to providing 

generous levels of funding, grants, and services to both national governments for the 

duration of 15 years; in exchange, the U.S. military received exclusive strategic denial 

rights in the region, as well as the continued rights to use Kwajalein atoll, the site of 

the U.S. military’s ballistic missile testing facility.  Aside from the U.S.’s strategic 

interests in the area, however, also underpinning the Compact were the FSM and 

Marshalls’ broader goals of political and economic independence for their respective 

nation-states.  Indeed, the negotiations over the first Compact had taken place amidst a 

mood of renewed optimism over the prospect of the nations finally achieving 

independence from their long colonial histories, a goal that at the time, still seemed 
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within reach for Micronesians.  By providing the initial influx of capital or “seed 

money” necessary for the nations to begin developing their economies, it was thought, 

the U.S. would help the FSM and Marshalls build their own eventually self-sustaining 

economies.79  In this respect, U.S. aid towards Micronesia was not envisioned as an 

end, but as a temporary means through which the fledgling nations would attain their 

future independence.  This understanding of the function of U.S. aid had been built 

into the structure of the Compact’s dispersal of funds.  Over the 15-year period of the 

agreement, the FSM and Marshalls would each undergo a gradual lessening of funds, 

through incremental “step downs” in funding that would occur every five years.  In 

this way, U.S. and Micronesian leaders presumed, by the time the first Compact 

expired, the FSM and Marshalls would be gradually “weaned” from their lengthy 

dependence on U.S. aid. 

 However, this would not prove to be the case.  By the time of the Compact’s 

expiration in 2001, not only would the FSM and Marshalls remain deeply and 

inextricably connected to the U.S. as the chief source of revenue for their economies, 

but the nations would in many ways prove more dependent on U.S. assistance than 

ever.  On the one hand, the two nations had experienced little real economic growth 

after the first Compact period.  In the case of the FSM, in which the U.S. had poured 

over $1.5 billion since 1986, the economy had actually undergone a sharp downturn, 

																																																								
79 According to Francis X. Hezel, “The original intention was to provide an adequate 
amount of capital that could be invested in economic development projects or fund 
capital improvement projects that might stimulate productivity in the Micronesian 
economies.  The hope was that in time these island nations would generate all or most 
of the money that they required to support their own governments” (“How”). 
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declining by about 1 percent yearly through the last five years of the Compact (Hezel, 

“Rough”).  While business expansion in the FSM “came to a halt,” imports continued 

to far exceed exports, an indication of the island’s continuing over-dependence upon 

imported foods and goods from the outside.80  Hezel writes, “If the trade imbalance is 

used as an indicator, the economic situation in these two small Micronesian nations 

has worsened over the past 40 years. . . . These two countries are no more successful 

now than they ever were in finding ways to keep exports apace with their consumption 

from abroad” (“Is” 7).  Even more disturbing, both the FSM and Marshalls had 

experienced unprecedented levels of out-migration, as increasing numbers of 

Micronesians were leaving their home islands to live and work in places like Hawai‘i, 

Guam, and the continental U.S.  This had been the result of one of the key terms of the 

Compact, which granted citizens of the FSM and Marshalls unrestricted entry into the 

U.S. as one of its most important “benefits” to Micronesians.  While the provision had 

been created as a safety valve for excess population growth, as the FSM and 

Marshalls’ economic situations grew increasingly bleak, with little to no job growth 

and few improvements made to the islands’ poor infrastructures, many Micronesians 

had been compelled to migrate elsewhere in search of jobs, better health care, and 

educational opportunities.  According to Hezel and Samuel, in the wake of the first 

																																																								
80 In his essay, “Is That the Best You Can Do? A Tale of Two Micronesian 
Economies,” Francis X. Hezel locates the beginnings of Micronesia’s current “trade 
imbalance” in the 1960s and 1970s, when the value of imports to exports began to 
increase drastically.  According to Hezel, “In 1977, the year before self-government 
was to begin, the ratio of exports to imports was 1:4” (“Is” 4).  This trend has 
continued on into the present, and “the ratio of imports to exports is now 5:1, up 
considerably from what it was in the late 1970s when the trade imbalance turned so 
many heads” (Hezel, “Is” 6).  
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Compact, which initially granted Micronesians “the right to live and work in the US 

for an unlimited period,” Micronesian emigration continued to rise, such that by 2006, 

1 in every 4 Micronesians lived outside of Micronesia, most in various parts of the 

U.S. (Hezel and Samuel). 

 In view of these hard economic realities, in the eyes of many, the first Compact 

had clearly not succeeded in fulfilling what it had set out to do.  In spite of the massive 

amounts of funding invested (and perhaps because of it), the FSM and Marshalls were 

in no better shape, no less reliant upon U.S. aid, and no closer to the independence 

they desired.  Such concerns about Micronesians’ worsening dependency would be 

reflected in the re-negotiations over Compact II, playing out in the specific terms of 

the new agreement.  From the perspective of U.S. planners, however, the FSM and 

Marshalls’ inability to “wean” themselves of U.S. aid was not so much a product of 

the long history of American largesse in the region which, since the post-WWII 

period, had been the mainstay of Micronesian economies.  Rather, U.S. officials 

attributed its failure to the nations’ lack of fiscal conservatism and poor management 

of funds, what essentially amounted to “blaming the victim.”  This perspective of the 

FSM and Marshalls’ apparent “irresponsibility” was reflected in the U.S.’s many 

“scathing GAO reports” documenting the nations’ purported “misuse of funds” 

(Hezel, “Power”).  Furthermore, in a meeting between the principal negotiating teams 

from each nation, a U.S. spokesman had justified the U.S.’s initially low-ball offer 

with the charge that “too much funding in the first fifteen years has created a ‘lotus-
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eating society’” (qtd. in Hezel, “Is”).81  As I wish to suggest, the term “lotus-eating,” 

used to describe the FSM and Marshalls’ relationship to U.S. aid, would prove telling 

as to the ways in which the U.S. had come to view the island nations and its peoples.  

In the official’s off-handed allusion to the “Lotus-eaters” of Homer’s Odyssey, the 

mythical peoples whose “intoxicating” fruit cause Odysseus’s men to lose all thought 

of home, only craving more of the fruit, Micronesians were likened to Homer’s 

“drugged” men: but while Odysseus’s men had become intoxicated by the lotus’s 

beguiling fruit, it was implied, Micronesians had become hopelessly “addicted” to the 

funding and assistance provided for so many years under the Compact of Free 

Association.  

Given this overarching context, negotiations over Compact II would center on 

the key issue of establishing Micronesian “accountability.”  According to Pacific 

scholar Robert Underwood, the new “package” presented by the U.S. negotiating team 

featured “a new and stricter process of review and approval for the expenditure of 

Compact Funds, eligibility for fewer federal programs and perhaps less funding in the 

long run” (Underwood 2).  Under Compact II, a five-person management team, or 

“Joint Economic Management Committee” (JEMCO), was established for each 

Micronesian nation, consisting of three members from the U.S. and two from the FSM 

or Marshalls, respectively.  The JEMCO would meet annually to determine whether 

each country had “complied” with the terms of U.S. funding.  Hezel writes, “The 

																																																								
81 The U.S. spokesman’s use of the term “lotus-eating” is a particularly interesting 
one, given its specific connotation and association.  According to the Merriam-
Webster Dictionary, the term “lotus-eater” refers to “any of a people in Homer’s 
Odyssey subsisting on the lotus and living in the dreamy indolence it induces.” 
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island nations would be required to present their full national budget for next year for 

oversight and evaluation by a US team of eight persons residing in Hawaii and 

responsible to the Department of Interior.  The team would serve as the technical arm 

of the US and would be charged with enforcing the controls that the US is imposing 

under Compact II” (Hezel, “Power”).  In this way, one of the most salient new features 

of the revised Compact was the creation of new mechanisms through which the United 

States would assert oversight and control over Micronesian funds.  In yet another 

ironic twist, the U.S. was, in fact, exercising greater amounts of control over 

Micronesian economies and economic decisions, through the very agreement that was 

supposed to help these nations achieve autonomy over their political and economic 

futures.  Furthermore, the new agreement featured specific terms through which the 

U.S. planned its “exit strategy” from its financial support.  Under Compact II, slated to 

provide an estimated $3.5 billion in financial aid to the FSM and Marshalls for another 

20 years, the U.S. would institute periodic “decrements,” or decreases in funding, 

whereby the revenue would be re-allocated into designated trust funds for each nation; 

at the end of the second Compact period, these trust funds would replace the Compact 

altogether, purportedly providing an “ongoing source of revenue that will take the 

place of Compact funds when the sectoral grants end in FY 2023” (Underwood 5).  As 

Francis Hezel has suggested, through these new revised terms the U.S. sent a clear 

message to Micronesians, that “this extension of compact funding for its former wards 

would be its last.  The island nations can expect no direct assistance from the United 

States after 2024, when the current Compact 2 funding period will end” (Hezel, “Is”).  
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After more than four decades of U.S. support of Micronesia, and prior to that, multiple 

decades of U.S. military rule since WWII, the United States was finally planning its 

“exit” from the islands.  Yet, just as had been the case after the first Compact period, 

the FSM and Marshalls showed little sign of being able to sustain themselves 

independently.  Finally, while the United States was anxious to be released from its 

funding obligations, it held no plans for decreasing, much less, pulling out entirely 

from its own extended military occupation of the region. 

 

In 2008, Emelihter Kihleng released her first book of poetry, My Urohs, the 

first ever collection of poetry in English by a Pohnpeian writer.  In many respects, My 

Urohs would prove a groundbreaking work of literature.82  Written by a young female 

writer from Pohnpei—one of the islands comprising the Federated States of 

Micronesia—the text offers a unique, first-hand portrayal of contemporary 

Micronesian life and culture.  Largely autobiographical, My Urohs is told from the 

perspective of a variety of female narrators, foregrounding the pivotal role of women 

in Pohnpei’s matrilineal culture.  Likewise, many of Kihleng’s poems reflect the 

cultural practices and values with which she was raised—from the communal feasting 

																																																								
82 Reflecting on the pathbreaking nature of her writing, Kihleng writes, in her Master’s 
Thesis upon which the text of My Urohs is based, “This is the first creative thesis 
written by a Pohnpeian, and the first poetry and prose collection written by a 
Pohnpeian.  It is something totally new; there is nothing else like it because it is the 
first.  Given that it is something that hasn’t been done before, it is unconventional and 
experimental because there is no other Pohnpeian poetry/fiction to compare it to” (“En 
lih” 2-3).  Kihleng’s statements aren’t self-aggrandizing, however; they are a 
statement of fact, in view of the dearth of publication opportunities currently available 
to Pohnpeians and other Micronesians to produce their own works of literature. 
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rituals that are central to Pohnpeian culture, to Pohnpeians’ still vibrant connection to 

the land and subsistence lifestyle—offering a glimpse into an indigenous culture not 

often represented in literature.  Yet, Kihleng’s text simultaneously foregrounds the 

extent to which these values and ways of life are in a state of transition, giving way to 

new ones modern, western, and capitalist in nature.  Many of Kihleng’s poems 

represent the experiences of recent Pohnpeian migrants who, like the author herself, 

have found themselves displaced from their home islands for a variety of reasons, 

often in pursuit of the “American dream.”  Other poems from My Urohs consider how 

the traditional roles of women (and men) in Pohnpeian society are shifting as a result 

of economic pressures, while still others portray the enormous shadow the Compact of 

Free Association has cast upon Pohnpeian life, liberty and autonomy.  As I wish to 

suggest in this chapter, this is perhaps the greatest strength of Kihleng’s poetry to date: 

its distinctly contemporary and groundbreaking portrayal of Pohnpeian and 

Micronesian cultures, as they exist now, on the cusp of dramatic change and 

transformation.  Perhaps more than other genres, such as journalism, history, political 

analysis, or anthropology, I argue, Kihleng’s creative work presents a powerful, 

revealing, and totalizing portrait of the most recent social transformations affecting 

Micronesians today, from the perspective of one who is currently living through them.  

As I will further argue in this section, My Urohs’ potential, as an especially 

symptomatic cultural text, lies as much in its contemporaneity as in its ability to 

allegorize the latest dimensions of neocolonialism.  In this respect, Pacific Island 

poetry and other works of fiction may once again constitute a privileged outlet through 
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which we may access the realities of neocolonialism in Micronesia and throughout 

Oceania.  Viewed through the particular lenses of Kihleng’s poetry, I argue, the 

newest, latest, and most insidious mechanisms of neocolonialism are laid bare. 

While Kihleng explores a variety of motifs throughout her dense, 61-page 

collection, one of the most striking of these, a motif to which she continually returns, 

is that of food and its centrality to Pohnpeian culture.  Many of Kihleng’s poems 

revolve around different kinds of Pohnpeian and western foods, with food often 

functioning in highly symbolic and/or metaphorical ways.  In her short poem, “Kool-

Aid,” Kihleng uses the popular Pohnpeian snack product, “a mixture of ajinomoto 

(MSG), soy sauce, salt, and unsweetened kool-aid powder eaten throughout 

Micronesia,” to describe her feelings of alienation and disconnection surrounding her 

migration from Pohnpei to Honolulu (My Urohs 13).  Kihleng writes,   

[Kool-aid] doesn’t taste good here in Honolulu 

I wanna eat it sweating in the heat, 

sitting on a rock, 

under a guava tree 

with my red-fingered friends 

dip, dip our green mango 

lick, lick our fingers 

tongues turning dark red (My Urohs 13) 

Through her different sensorial experiences of tasting Kool-aid on her home island, 

versus in the urban, alienating setting of Honolulu, Kihleng depicts her longing for 
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home, while alluding to the specificities of her indigenous, communal, and place-

based culture.  The contents of Kool-aid, itself, made from a mixture of highly 

processed Asian and western ingredients, but which have come to be a part of 

Pohnpeian culture, becomes another kind of metaphor for the deep influences of 

Japanese and American colonialisms upon Pohnpeian and Micronesian cultures, as 

well as for the ways in which colonial cultures are so often syncretically adapted by 

indigenous cultures.  If in Kihleng’s poetry, food sometimes functions to trace the 

complex dimensions of colonialism, it also serves as a powerful symbol of traditional 

Pohnpeian culture and its persistence in the face of colonialism.  In poems such as “A 

Meal Fit For A Soupeidi” and “My Urohs,” Kihleng writes of the many traditional 

Pohnpeian foods, such as mahi (breadfruit), sohl (coconut), and kehp (yams), that not 

only were staples of the Pohnpeian diet, but also the foundation of Pohnpeian life and 

culture.  In “A Meal Fit For A Soupeidi,” Kihleng writes, in a mixture of Pohnpeian 

and English,  

tonite Nohno Yoko, Kadreen and I 

ate makirehl mixed with karer tik and sohl 

mahi piaia and drank upw 

iou douluhl 

delicious (My Urohs 36) 

As Kihleng suggests, while these foods—canned mackerel mixed with calamansi 

limes and salt, breadfruit cooked with coconut milk and sugar, and coconut water—

may be simple, they are also the most satisfying and “completely delicious,” foods fit 
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to serve the soupeidi, or those of chiefly rank in Pohnpei.  These poems, which often 

depict the narrator’s cravings for the traditional foods of home, may also be read 

metaphorically for Kihleng’s nostalgia for a Pohnpeian culture that is rapidly 

transforming, increasingly superseded by imported western foods, cultures and ways 

of life.  In “My Urohs,” Kihleng portrays the feasting rituals that were once the 

centerpiece of Pohnpeian culture and economic activity.  In the course of one such 

feast, she writes, “kiam,” or baskets woven from palm fronds, are exchanged, full of 

“mahi [breadfruit], pwihk [pork] and kehp [yams],” later, “taken home after a feast / to 

be devoured by family” (Kihleng, My Urohs 50).  Yet, as Kihleng depicts in another 

poem, “Pressure,” even Pohnpeian feasting and cultures of exchange bear the imprints 

of colonialism and increasingly, of global capitalism, as imported, processed, and 

western foods have come to replace the traditional Pohnpeian foods exchanged: 

Mihna needs a case of ramen for the kapasmwar [a feast for bestowing new 

titles in the chiefly system] 

Nohno Anako needs a 50 lb. bag of rice for the mehla [funeral] 

plus ehu kehs en malek [one case of chicken] 

Soulik is in the hospital again (his liver) 

my cousin Reileen just had a baby 

I need to bring hotdogs to the fundraiser 

The car windshield is leaking 

pay day isn’t until Wednesday 

I’m on my own (My Urohs 42) 
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Here, “Pressure” takes on multiple meanings and iterations, not only referring to the 

individual kinds of pressures felt by the narrator to help support her struggling family 

members, but also revealing broader economic and capitalist pressures taking place on 

a larger scale, that threaten to obliterate communal and subsistence-based Micronesian 

cultures, by requiring their participation in the money economy.  In this section, I 

examine Kihleng’s representations of food and food culture in Pohnpei as a means of 

getting at the specific dynamics, complexities, and ideologies of neocolonialism in 

Micronesia.  As I will demonstrate, food is not merely an individual motif or facet of 

Pohnpeian culture in My Urohs, but rather, a vital “cultural symptom,” indicative of 

broader processes of cultural and economic transformation.  Above all, I argue that 

Kihleng’s representations of food serve an allegorical function, reflecting and 

uncovering powerful ideologies and processes of “colonial addiction” through which 

the U.S. works to ensure Micronesians’ permanent and ultimately self-serving 

relationship of dependency with itself. 

 

Neocolonial Historiographies: Colonialism and the Politics of Feeding in Pohnpei  

 In order to understand the complex relationships between food and colonialism 

in Pohnpei, and its relevance to Kihleng’s depictions of contemporary neocolonialism, 

it is necessary to understand the profound significance of food within Pohnpeian 

culture, a significance that reaches back to pre-colonial times, and which continues to 

persist today.  Traditional Pohnpeian society, like many Pacific Island cultures, was 

subsistence-based, with the production and consumption of food, and the rituals 
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surrounding each of these, constituting the most important activities of the indigenous 

peoples.  In his seminal work on Pohnpeian history and culture, Upon A Stone Altar: A 

History of the Island of Pohnpei to 1890, David Hanlon describes early Pohnpeians’ 

vibrant and efficient subsistence culture as one that enabled the indigenous peoples to 

meet their own needs.  According to Hanlon, naturally “rich and bountiful,” Pohnpei’s 

lands and surrounding environment provided a variety and abundance of nourishing 

foods, creating the basis for Pohnpeians’ “independent, self-sufficient world” (Hanlon, 

Upon 6).  While taro, yams, breadfruit, sugarcane, bananas, and numerous fruits were 

the primary staples, the surrounding lagoon waters also provided an ample supply of 

fish, and their diet was supplemented with the meat of dogs, birds, and rats.83  Like so 

many other Pacific Island cultures, too, the land was not only the source of the 

people’s sustenance, but also shaped and constituted Pohnpeians’ values and world 

view.  Hanlon writes, “In many ways the land defined the character of human activity, 

determined the range of possibilities, and shaped human values and beliefs. . . . 

Gradually there evolved a covenant between the people and their island called tiahk en 

sapw ‘the custom of the land’.  A resilient, flexible order, tiahk en sapw ultimately 

defined what it meant to be Pohnpeian” (Upon 6-7).  It was this bond with their land 

and culture, depicted in the phrase, tiahk en sapw, that not only underpinned the 

																																																								
83 For a more detailed description of the many foods cultivated and consumed by 
Pohnpeians, see Akitoshi Shimizu’s “Chiefdom and the Spatial Classification of the 
Life-World: Everyday Life, Subsistence and the Political System on Ponape,” in 
which he also analyzes the importance of food in relationship to traditional Pohnpeian 
political structures.  See also Glenn Petersen’s doctoral thesis, “Ponapean Agriculture 
and Economy: Politics, Prestige and the Problems of Commercialization in the Eastern 
Caroline Islands.” 
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Pohnpeian ethos, shaping the contours of their daily lives, but which also largely 

defined Pohnpeians’ identity as a peoples. 

If the concept of tiahk en sapw epitomized Pohnpeians’ worldview, then the 

Pohnpeian ritual of feasting would serve as the central cultural practice through which 

this worldview was exercised.  In Upon A Stone Altar, Hanlon also depicts the history 

through which feasting came to be an integral part of Pohnpeian culture.  According to 

oral and anthropological accounts of Pohnpeian history, while the indigenous peoples 

of Pohnpei had lived as an independent peoples for generations, sometime between the 

tenth and twelfth centuries, a foreign peoples known as the Saudeleurs reached the 

shores of Pohnpei.84  Imposing their own will and political dominance, the Saudeleurs 

oppressed Pohnpeians for an estimated five hundred years.  As the people’s 

resentment and bitterness towards their overlords grew, resulting in multiple 

assassination and rebellion attempts, it wasn’t until around A.D. 1628, when a group 

of Pohnpeians, led by an outsider, Isohkelekel, finally successfully revolted against 

their foreign rulers, bringing the Saudeleurs’ rule to an end (Hanlon, Upon 18).  

According to Hanlon, it was after the demise of the Saudeleurs that the Pohnpeian 

peoples would reorganize their political and economic system, with the ritual of 

feasting serving as the “focal activity of the new state” (Upon 21).  Interestingly, the 

feasting ritual had been borrowed from the formerly oppressive rule of the Saudeleurs; 

																																																								
84 While some scholars have suggested that this history bears a closer resemblance to 
“myth” due to its (at times) spiritual and mythological elements, as Hanlon is careful 
to point out, for Pohnpeians it is their version of historical truth, ultimately emerging 
out of Pohnpeian oral tradition.  Some anthropological evidence also exists that 
supports these early accounts of Pohnpeian history. 
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however, under Pohnpeians’ revised system, the ritual took on a new role and meaning 

as a means of negotiating between the chiefs and common people.  Through an 

intricate system of tribute, the people brought the “first fruits of all their productive 

activities” to the court of the chief (Hanlon, Upon 21); it was through the people’s 

tributes that the “ceremonial and administrative needs of feasting” were met (Hanlon, 

Upon 22).  But whereas under the Saudeleurs, the tribute system had created a distant 

and hierarchical relationship between peoples and rulers, the revised Pohnpeian 

system was intended to create a closer, reciprocal relationship between chiefs and 

commoners.  Hanlon writes, 

A change in the basic structure of the feasting house provided physical 
evidence of this closer relationship.  Under the Saudeleurs’ rule, the 
feasting house (nahs) sheltered only the Nan Madol nobility; the 
preparation and presentation of all offerings took place outside the 
structure.  The discomfort felt by the people under the burning sun or 
chilling rain was but another part of the tribute the Saudeleurs had 
exacted from them.  At Pelakapw in Nan Madol, Isohkelekel and his 
chiefs sat on a raised platform in the nahs, a central sheltered space was 
provided for the people and their activities.  This new feast house, 
different in style, received the name Koupahleng.  Its layout and design 
symbolized a now closer union between the people of Madolenihmw 
and their chiefs. (Upon 22)85 

																																																								
85 Glenn Petersen, an anthropologist and long-term resident of Pohnpei, discusses the 
deep and continuing significance of the nahs structure as one that stands at the center 
of Pohnpeian life, symbolizing Pohnpeians’ most important cultural, spiritual, and 
political facets.  He writes, “This three-sided building, with a high, pitched roof, half-
open sides, platforms extending around the sides, and a dirt floor, has been glossed as 
a community house, feast house, ceremonial house, men’s house, etc.  In fact none of 
these terms does the structure justice because its uses are manifold.  A nahs serves as 
the site for all important rituals and in a sense creates a symbolic expression of the 
Ponapean political cosmos in its organization.  It is thus a very sacred place.  On the 
other hand, many individual families maintain their own nahs for conducting family 
rituals, and these are used for everyday living and working purposes as well, a perfect 
example of the insouciance with which Ponapeans move between their own sacred and 



	

 

152 

This early tribute system would develop into an elaborate set of feasting rituals, that 

continued to mediate the relationship between the highest ranking chief, or 

nahmmwarki, and the common people, or aramas mwal.  Describing the host of 

feasting rituals that would come to characterize Pohnpeian life, Hanlon writes,  

To ensure the nahnmwarki’s goodwill, there thrived an elaborate 
system of tribute feasting.  There were feasts of respect, feasts of 
thanksgiving, and feasts to present the first fruits of the different 
agricultural seasons.  There were feasts for new houses, new canoes, 
new fishing nets, wars, funerals, marriages, births, and atonement.  In 
short, a feast marked almost every human activity, and over each feast 
presided, in spirit or person, the nahnmwarki. (Upon 40) 
 

More than a ritual of celebration, however, feasting’s significance to Pohnpeian 

culture ran much deeper than this.  Hanlon goes on to explain this profound 

significance, writing, “In addition to celebrating a particular event, each feast affirmed 

the social order of rank, prestige, and respect upon which the island society rested. . . .  

Feasting constituted a celebration, an affirmation, and a sanctification of what it meant 

to be Pohnpeian.  Above all else, it was a religious ceremony that reinforced the deep 

spiritual ties between the past and the present and symbolically united the land, the 

chiefs, the people, and their gods” (Upon 40).  In this respect, feasting was not merely 

a single facet of Pohnpeian culture, but a cornerstone of Pohnpeian spiritual and 

cultural life.  Its significance stemmed from its mediation of all of Pohnpeians’ most 

important social relationships.  Through their intricate feasting rituals, Pohnpeians 

paid their respects to the nahnmwarki who, as the highest and most sacred chief, bore 

the closest relationship to the Pohnpeian gods; in doing so, however, Pohnpeians not 

																																																																																																																																																																
profane realms.  Consequently, there is no single English term which adequately 
describes the nahs” (Petersen, “Ponapean” 32).  
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merely affirmed the nahnmwarki, but the entire social, spiritual and cultural order, for 

which the nahnmwarki ultimately served as the physical embodiment.   

But even as feasting carried these important spiritual and cultural meanings, it 

possessed equally vital economic and political dimensions, as well.  This was due to 

the fact that Pohnpeian feasting was intimately bound up with the people’s principle 

economic activities, based in a system of  “exchange” or “gift-giving.”  Describing the 

particular nature of this exchange or gift economy, Hanlon explains, “Among 

themselves, Pohnpeians did not trade; they gave.  In giving, they earned for 

themselves return gifts” (Upon 70).  Under this fundamentally communal and 

reciprocal system, the commoners paid their respects to the nahnmwarki through the 

work they performed, or doadoahk, largely in the form of foods produced for the 

purposes of feasting.  All Doadoahk was divided into taulap, or great work, and tautik, 

or small work.  While taulap, which was considered the more difficult form of service 

due to the deep and life-long commitment it required, consisted of direct labor, as well 

as “all expressions of obedience, etiquette, and deference,” tautik usually meant 

participation in war, another periodic element of early Pohnpeian life.  Hanlon writes, 

“The most immediate and visible expression of taulap was nohpwei, the offerings of 

first fruits brought as tribute to the nahnmwarki.  Like other forms of taulap, these 

offerings manifested the people’s wahu ‘respect’ for their chiefs” (Upon 70). 

However, this relationship was not one-sided, but one that was truly reciprocal: 

just as the common people “gifted” their chiefs with foods and other forms of physical 

labor as a sign of respect, the nahnmwarki reciprocated these in kind with other gifts 
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called kepin koanoat.  Describing the nature of the chiefs’ return gifts, Hanlon 

explains, “While usually referring to direct gifts of food, the term kepin koanoat in a 

broader sense implied any gesture or recognition by the nahnmwarki.  Titles, land 

rights, the settlement of disputes, and chiefly consent were all, in a sense, kepin 

koanoat.  Kepin koanoat demonstrated the respect, goodwill, beneficence, and 

affection that the nahnkwarki felt toward his people.  Among themselves, the common 

people expressed these same values through gifts called kisakis” (Upon 70).  Hanlon’s 

descriptions of the reciprocal gift-giving of chiefs and commoners underscores the 

way in which gifts of food went beyond a crude exchange of goods, to define a deeper 

relationship among Pohnpeian peoples.  It was through gifts of food that Pohnpeians 

not only fed their entire island population,86 but also through which they expressed 

their most vital social relationships.  Elaborating on this conception of food, Hanlon 

writes,  

For Cheyne and others from the West, trade meant the simple, direct, 
and final exchange of equally valued goods.  With the completion of 
the commercial transaction, the relationship between the parties ended.  
Exchange of this nature had no meaning within the Pohnpeian order of 
things.  For Pohnpeians, the notion of exchange was determined by and 
expressive of social rank; exchange was not quick and final but rather a 
part of a lifelong relationship with the participating individual. (Upon 
70) 
 

For Pohnpeians, then, the exchange of food and gifts was something that meant more 

than westerners’ understandings of “trade,” signifying not an isolated economic act, 

																																																								
86 According to Petersen, “It is probable that the precontact population of Ponape was 
in the neighborhood of 15,000, though estimates range from as high as 30,000 to as 
low as 1,000. . . . The missionaries of the 1850s, a point at which depopulation was 
well underway, believed the population to have been at about 10,000 before the 
smallpox epidemic of 1854” (“Ponapean” 84). 
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but a profound and long-term social relationship between the parties involved; 

furthermore, this relationship was one that expressed and underscored Pohnpeians’ 

broader economic, political, cultural, and spiritual values.  Anthropologist Kimberlee 

Kihleng reinforces this understanding of food as a vital expression of social 

relationships, writing, “In fact, food and what it symbolizes is at the center of formal, 

nonformal, and informal exchange as well as the culture as a whole. . . . Gifts of food 

in Pohnpei are likewise used to affirm rights and relationships in kinswomen and 

kinsmen, to unite individuals tied through affinal connections, to create new bonds of 

friendship and commitment, to make distant kin close, and to establish a network of 

obligations” (45-46).87  

Also significant to consider is how Pohnpeian forms of gift-giving and 

exchange were ultimately based upon values of “giving” (rather than “receiving”), 

which ran counter to the self-interested profit-motives underpinning western 

capitalism.  Indeed, in her doctoral thesis, in which she analyzes traditional and 

contemporary forms of Pohnpeian exchange and gift-giving, Kimberlee Kihleng 

																																																								
87 Not coincidentally, Emelihter Kihleng is the daughter of Kimberlee Kihleng, whom 
Emelihter frequently cites as an important influence in her life and work.  A white 
American anthropologist, Kimberlee met Emelihter’s father, Simeon, who is 
indigenous Pohnpeian, while conducting anthropological research on Pohnpei; she 
later went on to marry Simeon, and resided with Simeon, Emelihter and their extended 
family in Pohnpei for many years.  In the notes to her poem, “My Urohs,” Emelihter 
writes, “This poem is dedicated to my mother, Kimberlee Kihleng, who conducted 
ethnographic research in Saladak, Pohnpei and wrote a doctoral dissertation about 
Pohnpeian women.  Her work was my inspiration for this poem, and she continues to 
inspire my writing” (My Urohs 61).  Kimberlee Kihleng’s dissertation, “Women in 
Exchange: Negotiated Relations, Practice, and the Constitution of Female Power in 
Processes of Cultural Reproduction and Change in Pohnpei, Micronesia,” is 
groundbreaking with respect to its depiction of the role of women in Pohnpeian 
society, a topic to which I will return in a later section of this chapter.  
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discusses how the gifting of food constituted an important means through which 

Pohnpeians gained prestige within their society.  According to K. Kihleng, the amount 

of food or gifts one bestowed were (and continue to be) an important topic of gossip 

and interest amongst Pohnpeians, and the more generously one gave at a feast or 

exchange event, the more prestige or respect one could expect to garner for him or 

herself.  In the post-contact period, for instance, when “Pohnpeian men relied 

increasingly on agricultural production to meet chiefly obligations and earn prestige,” 

K. Kihleng writes that “Feasts became largely agricultural events where men 

competed to produce the finest—in size, quality, and quantity—yams, kava plants, and 

pigs (introduced by traders) to formally present to the highest chiefs” (65).  This type 

of value system, which privileges and in fact rewards generosity, working towards a 

society and economics of “abundance,” may certainly be viewed in sharp contrast to 

the one which we in the western capitalist world have come to normalize.  These 

critical differences between Pohnpeian and western capitalist worldviews would help 

to explain the misunderstandings that would come to pass between Pohnpeians and the 

many outsiders that would soon reach the island, attempting to engage in various 

forms of trade with the indigenous peoples, a history to which I turn in the next 

section. 
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A Legacy of Pohnpeian Resistance: Historicizing Trade and Imported Food as 

“Colonial Addiction”  

Given the centrality of food to Pohnpeian culture, it is perhaps not surprising 

that Pohnpeians’ changing relationships to food and to their food culture would reflect 

the dynamics of their relationship to the history of colonialism on the island.  Similar 

to the Marshall Islands, Pohnpei did not experience contact with westerners and 

Europeans until quite late in its history due to geographical isolation.88  Like the 

Marshalls, too, Pohnpei possesses a colonial history that is complex and multi-layered, 

characterized by the shifting presence of multiple colonial influences and occupiers 

over many generations.  However, Pohnpeians demonstrated a powerful resistance to 

their colonial conditions, characterized by an unwillingness to compromise their 

cultural, political, spiritual, and economic values and traditions.  Indeed, Hanlon, 

Petersen, and K. Kihleng have each pointed to a fundamental “resilency” of Pohnpeian 

culture and traditions in spite of the attempts of various colonial forces to obliterate 

them.  Building on the work of both Hanlon and Petersen, Kimberlee Kihleng writes, 

“Throughout its long history of contact with the outside world Pohnpeian culture has 

demonstrated a certain ‘resiliency.’  The people of the island have revealed a 

propensity to incorporate innovations from outside into their culture, while they have 

retained their distinctive way of life and resisted, at times, violently, any attempts to 

																																																								
88 According to Hanlon, Pohnpeians’ first recorded contact with outsiders was in 1567, 
when a Spanish ship returning from the Solomon Islands, in desperate need of 
provisions, came across the island by accident.  However, following this initial 
encounter, “Pohnpei lay relatively undisturbed by Western shipping traffic” for almost 
two hundred years, and it wouldn’t be until the late 1820s that Pohnpeians would 
begin to have more substantial interactions with outsiders (Hanlon, Upon 30).  
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seriously alter it” (46).89  As K. Kihleng indicates, this resiliency would manifest in a 

variety of ways, ranging from Pohnpeian adaptation of elements of western culture for 

their own purposes, to direct, armed warfare and rebellion against their colonial 

oppressors.90  In terms of food and food culture, however, Pohnpeian resistance would 

be most clearly demonstrated through their persistent and continuing participation in 

feasting rituals and other forms of communal subsistence culture, even as outsiders 

introduced new, imported foods, along with foreign cultural and economic values.  As 

I will argue in this section, traditional Pohnpeian attitudes towards food would greatly 

persist, managing to outlive Spanish, German, and even Japanese colonial 

administrations of the island.  It would not be until the period of U.S. rule that their 

traditional relationship with their food culture would be truly shaken to the core, by 

																																																								
89 K. Kihleng goes so far as to suggest that Pohnpeian culture has been largely 
“unaffected” by the capitalist penetration that has been so destructive to many other 
communal indigenous cultures.  While I would agree that Pohnpeian culture has 
maintained a considerable degree of resiliency in contemporary society, I would argue 
that this was primarily due to the fact that capitalist penetration of Pohnpei, to the date 
of K. Kihleng’s writing in 1996, had been relatively undeveloped still, especially in 
the particular rural region of Saladak where she conducted ethnographic research.  
However, K. Kihleng’s study does not consider the ways in which Kolonia, Pohnpei’s 
urban center, where most Pohnpeians already engaged in wage labor, represented the 
leading edge of capitalist penetration on the island.  Furthermore, since the date of her 
study in the nineties, I would argue that the infiltration of Pohnpeian society and 
culture by capitalist pressures has intensified as a result of the Compact of Free 
Association.  I consider these issues in greater depth in later sections.    
90 Hezel suggests that Pohnpeians’ propensity to resistance may be rooted in their own 
specific cultural attributes and identity as a “proudly independent people.” 
Distinguishing Pohnpeians from other Micronesian peoples, he writes, “Although both 
Yapese and Pohnpeians had a pride and tenacity where their own ways were 
concerned, Yapese tended to withdraw in the knowledge of their superiority when 
offended; Pohnpeians were more easily goaded into fighting back, as the Spanish were 
soon to learn” (Hezel, Strangers 25).   
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the new forms of colonial dependency that were emerging, primarily in the form of 

U.S. monetary aid. 

While “sporadic” contacts were made as early as the 16th century, it wasn’t 

until the 1830s, when Pohnpeians began having more substantial interactions with 

outsiders (Petersen, “Ponapean” 95).  Many of these encounters involved whalers, 

traders, and “beachcombers,” or the eclectic mix of westerners and Europeans, who, 

finding the Pohnpeian lifestyle more appealing than their own, chose to make their 

home on the island.  While often seen as “outlaw” figures, beachcombers played a 

significant role in introducing Pohnpeians to western conceptions of trade amidst the 

early 19th century.91  Frequently serving as intermediaries between Pohnpeians and the 

foreign ships that reached the islands to rest, refuel, and trade, beachcombers 

facilitated Pohnpeians’ exchange of tortoiseshell, one of the most valuable 

commodities of the period, with the western goods they came to desire, including 

“muskets, adzes, axes, knives, gunpowder and tobacco” (Hanlon, Upon 60).92  In this 

																																																								
91 In The First Taint of Civilization, Francis Hezel explains that Pohnpei’s earliest 
beachcombers were “runaway convicts” from the penal colonies in Australia, who had 
arrived on the island as “stowaways or as seamen who were furtively signed on by 
short-handed ship masters” (110).  For this reason, Pohnpeian beachcombers gained a 
reputation of lawlessness and notoriety.  Hezel writes, “There was more than just a 
grain of truth in the disparaging reports on the ‘lawlessness of the miscreants’ living 
on Ponape.  Men like George May, John Brown, and Thomas Boyd—all living on 
Ponape at the time—embodied the worst features of the stereotype of the Pacific 
beachcomber” (First 128).  Over the generations, however, the white men who took 
up residence on the island became more settled and benign, consisting of assorted 
seamen and traders looking to establish their own businesses and turn a profit on the 
island. 
92 According to Hanlon, “Pohnpei’s chiefs used the beachcombers residing within 
their domains to negotiate the terms of trade.  The commodity most sought after by the 
trading schooners reaching the island in the 1830s was tortoiseshell.  Among the 
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way, the “beachcomber” period signified Pohnpeians’ early and influential 

experiences with foreign goods and conceptions of exchange, not based in indigenous 

values of reciprocity, but in western notions of profit and exploitation.93  Also notable 

are the ways in which imported western goods were already beginning to possess a 

great deal of power and influence over Pohnpeian economics and ways of life.  In 

particular, tobacco, well-known for its addictive properties, was not only one of the 

most desirable items of trade for Pohnpeians at this time, but had become the 

dominant form of currency.  Hezel writes, “Almost every man, woman, and child had 

become an inveterate smoker by this time and tobacco passed as common currency.  

Prices for island produce were fixed in terms of heads of tobacco—one dozen fowl at  

‘24 figs Negrohead Tobacco’; a hundred yams, breadfruit, or coconuts at ten figs; and 

a bunch of bananas at two figs” (First 126).  By the mid-19th century, tobacco had 

become so ubiquitous, and its sway over the islanders so great, that one visitor had 

even stated, tellingly, “Nothing is wanting if only you have tobacco and pipes.  The 

entire population might be bought for a hundred-weight of tobacco” (qtd. in Hezel, 

First 126).  In this respect, Pohnpeians’ introduction to tobacco, and to other imported 

goods, proved instrumental in integrating them into (and creating their early 

																																																																																																																																																																
traders who plied the Pacific, Pohnpei gained a reputation for its ready, abundant 
supply of the shell, taken from the hawksbill turtle.  Based on observations made in 
1840, Captain J. de Rosamel of the French government ship La Danaide, estimated 
that Pohnpei supplied 400 to 500 pounds of high quality shell each year” (Hanlon, 
Upon 60). 
93 Petersen reinforces this point, asserting, “The beachcombers, then, provided the 
Ponapeans with practical instruction in commerce, and represented an important force 
in the process of Ponapean culture change” (“Ponapean” 98). 
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dependency upon) the global capitalist market.94  In his recent study of the history of 

tobacco in the Pacific, Drinking Smoke: The Tobacco Syndemic in Oceania, historian 

Mac Marshall illuminates the vital role tobacco played in advancing “Western 

capitalist expansion and mercantile penetration of the Pacific Islands.”95  As Marshall 

argues, “Tobacco was one of the most sought after goods merchants offered to Pacific 

peoples in exchange for products that could fetch a high price in distant markets, and it 

was an item that ‘rendered the producer somatically dependent on the donor.’  Once 

Pacific Islanders became ‘hooked’ on nicotine, that desire pulled them inexorably into 

trade relations with outsiders and ultimately into the global economy” (21).  In this 

respect, tobacco constituted one of Pohnpeians’ earliest “addictions,” one that was 

very much encouraged by westerners as a means of advancing their own economic 

interests.  As I wish to further suggest, tobacco might also be seen as a precursor to 

later forms of colonial addiction soon to emerge, such as imported food, consumer 

goods, and eventually, American financial support through which Pohnpei’s various 

colonizers would exercise their influence.  

																																																								
94 Petersen discusses the many other kinds of imported goods that became desirable to 
Pohnpeians during this period, as well, and how the “wide selection of European 
manufactures” further contributed to their integration into circuits of western trade 
(“Ponapean” 98).  Petersen, quoting Cheyne, writes, “The description of goods which 
are most sought after by the natives, as returns for what these islands furnish: are red 
serge or camlets, of which they are passionately fond, Muskets, Gunpowder, Lead, 
flints, Cartouch boxes, Cutlasses, broad axes, Tomahawks, fish hooks, butches knives, 
Adzes, chisels, plane Irons, hand saws, Gouges, Gimlets, bullet molds, Calico drill, 
Gaudy cotton handkerchiefs, Negrohead and Cavendish Tobacco, Tobacco plants, 
files, Serge and cotton shirts, Trousers . . .” (“Ponapean” 98-99).  
95 I thank Jodie Mattos, Hawaiian and Pacific Collection Librarian at the University of 
Hawai‘i at Mānoa, for referring me to this book. 
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Yet, even as these ideas were initially being introduced, Pohnpeians 

demonstrated an early and powerful propensity to resist western conceptions of trade, 

prioritizing their own customs and feasting rituals instead.  When the opportunistic 

British trading captain, Andrew Cheyne, attempted to compel a group of Pohnpeians 

to gather bêche-de-mer—the lucrative sea-slug that was sought after for its value to 

the China trade—the trader found them to be uncooperative and unmotivated as they 

quickly lost interest in assisting him.  Deeply involved in their own feasting rituals 

surrounding the recent arrival of an important chief, Lepen Parem, no Pohnpeians 

showed up to collect the bêche-de-mer.  Furthermore, “Five days after Lepen Parem’s 

arrival, Cheyne reported that the people were still pounding kava and feasting.  The 

visit of a whaleship further frustrated him; rather than return to the monotony of 

collecting sea slugs, Pohnpeians preferred to visit the ship.  A week later, the visit of 

the Nahnmwarki of Kiti caused yet another delay in the work” (Hanlon, Upon 67).  

What Cheyne was encountering, as many other colonialists would after him, was 

Pohnpeians’ deep-rooted resistance to foreign conceptions of wage labor being 

imposed upon them.  But whereas Cheyne and others, lacking a deeper understanding 

of Pohnpeian culture, would often attribute this reluctance to Pohnpeians’ inherent 

“laziness” or “indolent” lifestyle, as I wish to suggest, Pohnpeians’ refusal to work 

was actually a result of their conscious attempts to preserve their own cultural values 

and traditions.   

In the 1850s, when the first Christian missionaries began arriving on Pohnpei, 

the missionaries’ attempts to supplant Pohnpeian traditions with their own would also 
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be met with strong resistance.  While the Protestant missionaries would eventually 

achieve some success in establishing small churches and congregations throughout the 

island, as well as in converting several important chiefs (largely due to the chiefs’ 

interests in manipulating the missionaries to enhance their own power), Pohnpeians 

perceived the acute threat the new religion posed their culture.  Significantly, among 

the many “heathen customs” the missionaries sought to obliterate was the Pohnpeian 

ritual of kava-drinking.  The missionaries rightly saw kava, or sakau, as an important 

symbol of Pohnpeian culture, and called for all new Pohnpeian converts to cease 

consuming the intoxicating drink or participating in any of its rituals.  Explaining the 

profound significance of sakau within Pohnpeian society, Hanlon writes,  

Pohnpeians employed sakau, a gift from the god Luhk en Leng, at all 
ceremonial functions.  The people pounded the roots of the kava plant 
into a pulp which they then squeezed through a sieve of hibiscus bark 
fibers to collect a mild narcotic liquid.  They used sakau to 
communicate with spirits, to bestow titles, to effect peace between 
warring parties, to seek pardon, and to demonstrate respect.  It also 
possessed curative powers for certain physical as well as divinely 
caused illnesses.  The sakau ceremony reaffirmed the order of 
Pohnpeian society. (Upon 114) 
 

Viewed in this context, when missionaries forbade Pohnpeians from engaging in kava 

rituals, they were requiring nothing less than a radical break from Pohnpeians’ 

indigenous culture.96  Perceiving the attack being waged on their culture and 

																																																								
96 Hezel affirms this perspective, stating, “When the missionaries singled out kava 
drinking as a special object of reproach, they did so not simply because of the drug’s 
association with the evils of alcohol, but because it, more than anything else, 
symbolized an adherence to the old heathen ways . . . Kava drinking, then, soon 
became something of a shibboleth among Ponapeans, its use distinguishing the 
heathen from the Christian.  The rejection of kava that was expected of converts 
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traditions, Pohnpeian chiefs expressed their opposition to the missionaries in a variety 

of ways.  While some resisted more passively, by continuing to engage in their kava 

and feasting rituals unabated, other chiefs rebelled against the missionaries in more 

direct and violent ways.97  Petersen writes, at various times “missionaries were stoned, 

chapels burned down, converts killed, and threats made against any other potential 

Christians” (“Ponapean” 100).  Summing up the underlying cultural battle between 

missionaries and Pohnpeians, Hezel adds, from all appearances, “there was a general 

movement afoot to ‘crush out the hated missionary sect’” (First 156). 

 The overarching theme of Pohnpeian resistance would become even more 

apparent with the beginning of formal colonial rule.  Following a complex set of 

diplomatic (as well as highly militarized) negotiations between Spain and Germany in 

the late 19th century, Spain became the first nation to take formal possession of 

Pohnpei and the other Caroline Islands in 1885.98  As the Spanish commenced their 

																																																																																																																																																																
symbolized a radical break with all those elements in the culture that the American 
pastors looked upon as ‘degrading’—and they were many indeed” (First 153). 
97 Depicting Pohnpeians’ persistent use of kava that continued well into the 1880s, 
Hanlon writes, “Despite the years of teaching and preaching, the Pohnpeians, said one 
observer, remained the most wicked, heathenish people in all of Micronesia.  
Particularly alarming was the return to sakau drinking among members of the larger 
congregation.  Doane bemoaned the fact that the Pohnpeians, after listening quite 
attentively to sermons that denounced the use of the plant, left the church to go pound 
its roots” (Upon 172). 
98 While Spain had initially claimed the Carolines, of which Pohnpei is a part, as 
Spanish territory in the 16th century, it had shown little interest or activity in the area 
since then.  Hezel writes, “Spain had not taken much notice of the islands since then 
except for a few bêche-de-mer voyages from the Philippines and an occasional 
exploratory foray from the Marianas, but she continued to regard the Carolines as her 
ancient patrimony” (First 306).  Meanwhile, Germany had begun establishing its own 
commercial and military interests in the islands and, seeking to capitalize on Spain’s 
neglect, attempted to forcibly annex the Carolines in the 1880s.  Hanlon further 
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own unsuccessful campaign of cultural suppression, Pohnpeians would increasingly 

turn to violence as a means of anti-colonial resistance.  Significantly, some of the most 

powerful instances of this resistance erupted over conflicts involving issues of food 

and wage labor.  In 1887, shortly after their arrival on Pohnpei, the Spanish, unaware 

of the earlier legacy of Pohnpeian resistance, devised a plan of using Pohnpeian labor 

to construct their colony.  According to Hanlon, “each of the island’s five chiefdoms 

was to contribute a weekly work party of thirty adult males”; in addition, “The 

government required the parties to assume responsibility for providing their own food” 

(Upon 158).  The chiefs, perhaps offended as much by the “idea of sending its men to 

work at the command of a foreigner,” as by the “preposterous condition of the 

workforce having to provide its own food,” refused to comply with Spanish authorities 

(Hezel, Strangers 29).  Not unlike the prior incident with Cheyne, no workers showed 

up, and the Spanish Governor Posadillo responded by threatening and publicly 

humiliating the high chiefs.  In addition to his threats to flog and strip the Nahnmwarki 

of Madolenihmw of his land and title, among other outrageous threats, Posadillo also 

proclaimed that “all traditional feasting activities were to cease until the work on the 

																																																																																																																																																																
situates German attempts at annexation within the larger context of its embrace of a 
more overt colonial policy during this period (Upon).  With tensions between the two 
countries escalating and pointing to the possibilities of war, Germany finally backed 
down from its position, preferring to work out a solution through negotiation instead.  
By the suggestion of German Chancellor Bismarck, Pope Leo XIII was chosen as 
arbitrator, who devised a solution of mutual benefit to both countries: while Spanish 
sovereignty over the Carolines was upheld, Germany was granted trading privileges as 
well as the right to establish coaling and naval stations in the islands.  For a more 
detailed discussion and analysis of the inter-imperialist competition underway during 
this period, see my overview of the history of colonialism in the Marshall Islands in 
chapter two. 
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colony was finished,” adding the stipulation that “the paramount chiefs were 

henceforth required to bring food to the governor twice each week” (Hezel, Strangers 

29).  Through their direct challenge of Pohnpeian feasting rituals, the Spaniards may 

be seen as “striking a blow at Pohnpeian custom and chiefly authority,” just as the 

missionaries had before them (Hezel, Strangers 29).  Finally, unable to accept such 

attacks of their authority any longer, the chiefs declared war on the Spanish.  Well-

armed with machetes, stones, and guns acquired through their trade with westerners, 

the Pohnpeians not only successfully countered the Spanish forces mobilized against 

them, but defeated them handily, forcing the withdrawal of the entire Spanish colony 

from the island in a feat of resistance “never achieved before or since” by a Pacific 

Island peoples.99   This initial battle would prove only the first in a series of violent 

encounters between Pohnpeians and their Spanish colonizers, and Spanish rule over 

Pohnpei would soon conclude with Pohnpeians emerging victorious, and with their 

cultural mores and feasting rituals still intact. 

 Under German colonial rule, too, Pohnpeians would demonstrate a similar 

resistance to German attempts to impose wage labor upon them, a resistance that was 

also expressed through violence.  Capitalizing on Spain’s diminishing power in the 

wake of the Spanish-American War, Germany came to acquire Pohnpei and the other 

																																																								
99 Of the Pohnpeians’ successful and unprecedented anti-colonial resistance, Hanlon 
writes, “News of this forceful expulsion of a colonial power by a Pacific Islands 
people, a feat never achieved before or since, reverberated across oceans and 
continents to the decision-making centers of Europe and America” (Upon 144). 
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Carolines by purchasing the islands from Spain in 1899.100  But whereas the Spanish 

had maintained a more “hands-off” approach in their rule of Pohnpei, in fact, barely 

hanging on to their authority, the Germans had more ambitious plans of economic 

development of the island and its peoples, seeking to move the island towards 

economic “progress,” as they saw it.  German colonial administrators took aim at 

Pohnpeian chiefly authority, which they saw as standing in the way of their economic 

plans.  When the Germans attempted to recruit Pohnpeians for their work projects, 

Pohnpeians continued to spurn wage labor as they had in the past.  When Albert Hahl, 

the first district officer of Pohnpei, introduced several “cash crops” to the island, 

including “coffee, cotton, cocoa, rubber, hemp, and vanilla,” “the local people showed 

no interest in cultivating them”; likewise, “his attempts to persuade the people to raise 

cattle met with a similar lack of enthusiasm” (Hezel, Strangers 96).  Unable to recruit 

any Pohnpeians in his work projects, Hahl had no choice but to use his own police 

force as laborers instead.  Perceiving traditional chiefly authority, with its intricate 

																																																								
100 Germany’s rise to colonial power at the turn of the century was made possible (in 
part) by the weakening of the Spanish empire, a gradual weakening that was rendered 
all but complete after Spain’s devastating loss to the U.S. in the Spanish-American 
War.  Likewise, the U.S. began its own ascent to global hegemony around the turn of 
the century, bolstered by its victory over the Spanish.  Sensing the opportunity to 
extend its own “maritime fulcra” in the Pacific, amidst the Spanish-American War, 
Germany had initially proposed a colonial deal to the U.S., “to get Samoa, the 
Carolines, and naval stations in the Philippines in return for German support for 
American annexation of the Philippines” (Hezel, Strangers 94).  When the U.S. had 
refused this offer, believing that it did not require German support, Germany then 
turned to “defeated Spain” to see if it could bargain for its former colonies in 
Micronesia.  “Badly in need of money,” Spain agreed to sell the islands with the 
United States’ permission, and though the U.S. had initially hoped to retain the islands 
for its own military uses, ultimately agreed to approve Spain’s sale of the Carolines 
and Marianas (excepting Guam) to the Germans “at a cost of 25 mission pesetas, or 
about $4.2 million” (Hezel, Strangers 94-95).    
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system of tribute, as the root cause of Pohnpeians’ refusal to work, the German 

government called for the abolishment of the tribute system on Pohnpei, and with it, 

“the ‘unproductive feasts’ into which much of the island’s produce and labor were 

directed” (Hezel, Strangers 133).101  We see how, once again, colonial administrators 

targeted Pohnpeian feasting rituals, seeking to undermine the island’s communal food 

culture as a crucial step towards its pacification.  Furthermore, it was through the 

transformation of traditional Pohnpeian land tenure that the Germans sought to 

achieve these ends.  Whereas traditional Pohnpeian land tenure had been communal 

and based on the matrilineal inheritance of lands, the German government sought to 

privatize Pohnpeian lands for the first time.  By passing Pohnpeian lands from chiefly 

authority into the hands of individual commoners, the Germans hoped to “break the 

chiefs’ hold on the people and work through the commoners—once they had a secure 

right to their property” (Hezel, Strangers 133).  In response to these overt threats to 

their culture and way of life, Pohnpeians would, once again, rebel violently.  In yet 

another large-scale uprising in 1910, the entire Sokehs chiefdom revolted against the 

Germans’ attempts to forcibly exploit Pohnpeian labor for their work projects.  While 

the Germans would ultimately “crush” the rebellion, executing its leaders and exiling 

the remainder of the Sokehs people to Palau, Petersen writes, “That the Sokehs people 

																																																								
101 Petersen reinforces this point, writing, “The Germans hoped to establish a self-
sufficient, commercially oriented peasantry on Ponape and it was believed that doing 
away with most of the tribute payments to the chiefs would allow more time for 
commercial agricultural pursuits” (“Ponapean” 118). 
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fought so tenaciously is indicative of the spirit of independence that still reigned well 

into this century” (“Ponapean” 117).102  

 While the Germans would begin to move Pohnpeians a bit closer to their ideas 

of a “modern” society, the outbreak of World War I would soon bring an end to 

German rule, putting the Japanese in control of Pohnpei.103  As I began to argue in 

chapter two, the Japanese would prove more ambitious and forceful in their colonial 

administration, attaining a level of success with their economic (and educational) 

development plans for Micronesia never seen before or, for that matter, since.  The 

Japanese proved especially successful in stimulating the productivity of the islands, 

and in instituting numerous agricultural and development projects, such that the island 

territory became “self-supporting,” even producing a “surplus” to cover Japanese 

administrative costs.  As Hezel describes, “The territory enjoyed an astonishing trade 

balance during these years.  In 1935 the mandated islands showed over 26 million yen 

in exports against 15 million yen for imports, and the exports would increase to 40 

million yen by the end of the decade” (Hezel, Strangers 198).104  However, the sharp 

increase in productivity on Pohnpei wasn’t so much a result of Pohnpeians’ sudden 

																																																								
102 Hezel notes that even in the wake of the Sokehs’ defeat, Pohnpeians would 
continue to resist German rule in insidious ways, and  “there were at least three secret 
societies on the island suspected of fomenting sedition” (Hezel, Strangers 141).  In 
this respect, “The suppression of the Sokehs uprising did not put an end to opposition 
against the foreign administration” (Strangers 141). 
103 See chapter two, in which I provide a detailed overview of the conditions 
surrounding Japan’s rise to global power during the early twentieth century. 
104 Significantly, the island’s trade balance under Japanese rule, which reflected 
Pohnpei’s self-sufficient status at the time, stands in stark contrast to the current trade 
balance under U.S. rule which, in its extreme discrepancy between exports and 
imports, proves equally symptomatic of Pohnpei’s (and Micronesia’s as a whole) high 
level of dependency. 
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industriousness or interest in wage labor, but rather due to the many Japanese, 

Okinawan and Korean immigrants brought to Pohnpei to take up agricultural pursuits.  

As a result of a series of devastating crises, many Japanese colonists had fled to 

Pohnpei to start anew, and it was these immigrants, already well-accustomed to wage 

labor and integrated into the global economy, that fueled Pohnpei’s burst of 

productivity.  Meanwhile, even as some Micronesians began to take part in the wage 

economy, many others continued to resist the exploitative forms of labor they had 

always fundamentally detested, preferring to engage in their own traditional 

subsistence culture, traditions, and forms of labor instead.105  Explaining the extent to 

which Micronesians continued to cling to their subsistence culture, Hezel writes, 

“Micronesians were simply not hungry enough to spend days at a time in a fishing 

dory, to work six long days a week on a farm, or to perform the strenuous but 

repetitive tasks that many other jobs demanded.  Blessed with a bountiful environment 

and a limitless confidence in the future, islanders saw little sense in spending their 

lives sowing and reaping and putting away stores for tomorrow” (Hezel, Strangers 

189-190).  Likewise, Pohnpeians continued to engage in their rituals, with feasting 

continuing to be one of Pohnpeians’ most important cultural, political, and economic 

activities.  Petersen writes,  

Kava-drinking and feasting were discouraged, but never successfully 
proscribed.  If the absolute power once claimed by the chiefs was no 
more, internal community activities continued to be organized and 
problems solved through the traditional political system.  While 

																																																								
105 According to Petersen, “It appears that most Ponapean families during this period 
had at least one member doing wage labor.  Clothing, utensils, housing materials and 
some foods were regularly purchased” (“Ponapean” 126). 
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Ponapeans were by this time all Christians, first fruits offerings, home 
and nahs dedications, and marriages and funerals were still 
accompanied by a great deal of traditional ritual, all of which 
reaffirmed the Ponapean political order. (“Ponapean” 126-127)   
 

In this respect, Pohnpeians continued to demonstrate an acute resistance to wage labor, 

and more broadly, to the forces of global capitalism threatening to encroach upon their 

traditional culture, well into the 20th century.  Furthermore, it was Pohnpeians’ 

continued participation in their traditional subsistence culture and rituals of feasting 

that enabled them to “opt out” of the market economy (to an extent), making possible 

their still relatively autonomous existence from global capitalism under Japanese rule.  

However, as I will argue in the next section, the final shift from Japanese to U.S. rule 

that took place after WWII would mark a crucial turning point with respect to this 

autonomy.  Taking control from the Japanese, the U.S.’s massive projects for 

economic development, characterized by an inundation of imported food and financial 

aid never before seen in the islands, would transform the politics of feeding on 

Pohnpei and throughout Micronesia to an enormous degree, and in ways we are 

perhaps still trying to grasp. 

 

Imported Food and U.S. Aid as “Colonial Addiction” 

 Significantly, food would constitute one of the earliest and most powerful 

means through which the U.S. began to exercise its influence over Micronesians in the 
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post-war period.106  The battles of WWII had left Micronesian lands and peoples 

utterly devastated, and one of the first things U.S. soldiers did at the outset of U.S. 

control was distribute food to the indigenous peoples.  In many of their earliest 

interactions with the ragged, hungry Micronesians they encountered, Hezel writes, 

“the GIs passed out candy and cigarettes and then food in astonishing abundance and 

variety—foods that the people had never tasted before, like bread and cheese, 

followed by more familiar fare in heaping portions” (Strangers 244).  What was 

perhaps most stunning to Micronesians was the sheer abundance of foods being thrust 

into their hands, immediately following a period of extreme suffering and austerity 

under the Japanese.  In this respect, “The Americans could have done nothing more 

calculated to ingratiate themselves with the Micronesians than to offer them generous 

amounts of food—something that has always had a sacramental quality for Pacific 

peoples—after what many called ‘the year of the famine’” (Hezel, Strangers 244).  

Food and relief supplies arrived on Micronesian shores in quantities that were 

“overwhelming,” often measured in thousands of pounds (Hanlon, Remaking 27).  But 

while Micronesians marveled at the U.S. government’s generosity, Hanlon writes, “No 

historical precedents . . . had prepared the people of Micronesia for the speed and 

relative enormity of relief supplies brought ashore by American soldiers” (Remaking 

27).  Hanlon additionally points to the different cultural understandings of food that 

may have been at work:  

																																																								
106 See my overview of the colonial history of the Marshall Islands in chapter two, in 
which I also discuss the U.S.’s post-war distribution of food and supplies as an 
important manifestation of the U.S.’s policy of benevolent neocolonialism. 
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It can be argued that relief supplies, perceived as gifts or forms of 
assistance, established social relationships between givers and receivers 
and created expectations of future obligations among the involved 
parties.  The humanitarian principles governing the dispensing of what 
was held to be simply relief supplies ignored these entanglements, and 
could and did conflict with local hierarchies that expected 
acknowledgment and participation in this new, foreign, potentially 
challenging form of wealth and power. (Hanlon, Remaking 27-28)  
  

These initial forms of U.S. assistance—manifested as an unprecedented “glut” of food 

and supplies thrust upon a formerly independent peoples—may be seen as an 

important precursor and symptom of future manifestations of U.S. neocolonialism.  

The U.S. would inundate Micronesians with its massive financial, educational, and 

social programs, which would have the similar effect of enhancing (rather than 

decreasing) Micronesians’ economic and political dependency.  Furthermore, among 

the foods distributed were “sacks of rice, cartons of C-rations,” and large quantities of 

“tinned foods,” such as “very big cans of cornbeef [sic]” (Hezel, Strangers 244).  

These imported foods, I wish to further suggest, with their long shelf life, ease of 

preparation, and “addictive” properties, would enable Micronesians to sustain 

themselves apart from their subsistence culture, threatening to replace the indigenous 

staples that had fed Micronesians for generations.107  Although it is true that 

Micronesians were largely unable to live off of their lands during this period due to the 

																																																								
107 In a similar way, Petersen notes how the importation of rice during the German 
colonial period undermined traditional Pohnpeian foods and cultures of subsistence.  
According to Petersen, rice, “purchased with proceeds from the copra trade,” not only 
largely replaced both taro and bananas as Pohnpeian staples during this period, but 
also caused a certain variety of taro, ohd, to be “abandoned as a food crop” 
(“Ponapean” 106-107).  He also discusses how rice contributed to the transformation 
of Pohnpeian women’s roles in society.  Since both taro and bananas were 
traditionally considered “women’s crops,” when these were replaced by rice, women’s 
vital role in Pohnpeian subsistence culture was undermined.   
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severe damage that had been done (by Japanese and U.S. forces), the canned and other 

imported foods brought by the Americans would offer a tempting replacement for 

indigenous foods that, perhaps for the first time, would constitute a real threat to 

Micronesians’ traditional food culture.108  

 However, what would prove most disruptive to Micronesian economies and 

subsistence cultures was the United States’ growing assistance in the form of financial 

aid that would characterize its relationship with Micronesia in upcoming years.  

Ironically, in the early years of U.S. naval rule, the United States had expressed a 

heightened vigilance with respect to preserving Micronesian autonomy, even taking 

precautions to prevent the peoples from becoming “excessively dependent” (Hezel, 

Strangers 247).109  Through the “Pacific Charter”—the military’s first formal 

statement of economic policy in 1945—the U.S. Navy declared its commitment to 

developing Micronesian trade, industry, and agriculture, “along lines that will insure 

that the profits and benefits thereof accrue to the native inhabitants and which will 

assist them in achieving the highest possible level of economic independence” (qtd. in 

Hanlon, Remaking 35).  However, through the 1940s and 1950s, as Micronesian 

economic development moved forward only incrementally, U.S. officials grew 

impatient with the slow rate of development.  This was only compounded by a 

																																																								
108 That canned corned beef, Vienna sausages, Spam, and white rice continue to be 
eaten widely throughout Micronesia in place of indigenous staples, and are even 
exchanged in contemporary Pohnpeian feasting events, is further testimony to the 
ways in which the legacy of imported food carries on into the present. 
109 When Micronesians were in the process of rebuilding their homes that had been 
demolished by Japanese and U.S. forces, “The navy provided some surplus materials, 
but always charged a nominal fee lest the people become excessively dependent on the 
new government” (Hezel, Strangers 247). 
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scathing report of economic conditions of Micronesia—now a Trust Territory of the 

U.S.—conducted by the United Nations visiting team in 1961, which led the U.S. 

administration to further rethink its former convictions, “that the greatest blessing the 

United States could bestow on its wards ‘is to let them alone’” (Hezel, Strangers 298). 

 During the early 1960s, the United States began a dramatic shift in its rule of 

Micronesia, a shift that was inaugurated under the Kennedy administration.  Partly in 

response to widespread critiques of the U.S.’s “neglect,” the U.S. government began 

initiating substantial increases in funding for the Trust Territory.  Kennedy had signed 

a Senate bill approving these increases in 1962, and “within a year the annual 

appropriation was raised from $7.5 million to $15 million” (Hezel, Strangers 300).  

President Kennedy would also announce the U.S.’s specific intentions to invest in 

Micronesia’s educational system, since “education is the key to all further progress—

political, economic and social,” and soon after, a “funding package” to support a 

“crash program of educational improvements” was drawn up, worth an estimated $10 

million for fiscal year 1964 alone, which was “a sum greater than the entire Trust 

Territory budget for any year during the previous decade” (Hezel, Strangers 302).  

However, these sudden leaps in U.S. funding were by no means selfless initiatives on 

the part of the U.S.  Rather, I contend that they were a product of the specificities of 

the historical moment, which forced the U.S. to devise new and more effective 

(neo)colonial strategies to maintain its hold over the islands.  In Micronesia, as was 

the case in the wider Pacific region and throughout the world, the 1960s were a time of 

great political upheaval, when many indigenous peoples were questioning their 
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histories of colonial rule and looking to decolonize their respective islands and nation-

states.  At this particular historical juncture, Hezel writes, “Kennedy and his advisers 

understood that in the anticolonial climate of their day the only conquest with any 

legitimacy was one that was freely subscribed to by the people themselves.  If the 

United States wished to retain future political control over Micronesia, the only 

expedient way was to offer its people self-determination—always the cornerstone of 

the US political philosophy—and insure that they chose affiliation with America” 

(Strangers 301; my emphasis). 

The U.S.’s underlying motives in its generous financial support of Micronesia 

would be revealed in a confidential memorandum signed by President Kennedy in 

1962.  In “National Security Action Memorandum No 145,” the U.S. laid out the 

political underpinnings of the new policies that would come to define its 

administration of Micronesia.  According to Hezel,  

The memo made it clear that all the development programs, the 
improvements in education, and the “responsible political 
development” undertaken by the United States in the territory were to 
be oriented not towards achieving independence, but toward moving 
Micronesia into a “permanent relationship with the US within our 
political framework.”  While the United States was bringing 
Micronesia “into the orbit of 20th century living,” it would use every 
means possible to guarantee that the territory cast its future with the 
superpower.  Its old naval policies now jettisoned, America would woo 
its “neglected” island territory with the best that modernization could 
offer. (Strangers 301) 
 

What was revealed in the indicting memo was the U.S.’s deeply self-interested 

motives in its financial support of Micronesians.  Against its outward professions of 

supporting Micronesian independence and self-determination, on the contrary, the 
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U.S. sought to use its financial support as a means of drawing Micronesians into a 

“permanent relationship with the US within our political framework.”  In doing so, the 

U.S. would be securing its own strategic defense interests in the region.  Subsequent 

reports commissioned in the wake of the memo would underscore the particular means 

through which the U.S. planned to “woo” Micronesians towards such “permanent” 

affiliation.  One in particular, the “Solomon Report”—a document that has since 

become notorious for the controversy it stirred up after its discovery and publication 

by Micronesian independence activists—“endorsed a major capital improvements 

program, the consequent expansion of general employment opportunities, and the 

implementation of a social security system” (Hanlon, Remaking 93).110  Through its 

massive dispersal of monies and investment in Micronesia’s infrastructure, U.S. 

officials aimed to promote “what was believed to be a better, more comfortable and 

rewarding way of life” amongst Micronesians, thereby gaining their permanent 

affiliation with the U.S. through Micronesians’ willing consent (Hanlon, Remaking 

93).  In this way, one of the hallmarks of the U.S.’s new colonial strategy would be the 

																																																								
110 According to Hezel, in the wake of his confidential memo, President Kennedy 
authorized a team led by Anthony V. Solomon, a businessman and Harvard economics 
professor, “to survey the islands and draw up a master plan for development that 
would realize US political goals in the area.”  One of the explicit goals of the study 
was to create a plan for development that would insure that “Micronesians would 
voluntarily choose in a future plebiscite a political status compatible with American 
security aims. . . . The report was a five-year blueprint for winning a ‘favorable 
outcome’ in the plebiscite, then tentatively scheduled for 1968, while providing the 
development that most Micronesians so desperately sought” (Hezel, Strangers 301).  
Interestingly, the Solomon Report reached the desk of President Kennedy just six 
weeks before his assassination in 1963.  Later, the report would be classified, and 
“nearly forgotten until a group of Micronesian student activists published the contents 
of the first volume in 1971, to the shock of the public and the consternation of the US 
government” (Hezel, Strangers 301).  
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use of mechanisms that relied upon the autonomy and consent of indigenous peoples, 

as opposed to more direct and coercive displays of force.  Furthermore, these new 

strategies would operate through the imposition of American largesse, and it would be 

through these massive amounts of aid and economic assistance that the U.S. would 

enact a rapid and drastic transformation of Micronesian subsistence cultures.111   

 The U.S. government would indeed follow this new course in its 

administration of Micronesia through the sixties and into the seventies, arguably 

resulting in the most dramatic economic, political, and cultural transformation the 

islands had ever seen.  These changes would occur rapidly, as within the course of just 

a few years, the U.S. would not only raise its financial support of the islands, but it 

would do so exponentially.  From 1963, when the U.S. doubled its annual budget for 

Micronesia, the government would double it again the following year, and by the end 

of the decade, the budget had been increased by tenfold (Hezel, “Is”).  According to 

Hanlon, “From $6.1 million in fiscal 1962, appropriations jumped to $15 million in 

1963; by fiscal 1976, steady increases in appropriations brought direct American 

assistance to $75.1 million” (Remaking 167).  The effects of such massive infusions of 

																																																								
111 However, while U.S. officials certainly possessed a degree of agency in the 
formulation of these plans, neither should the transformation of Micronesian societies 
be reduced to the level of an individual national “conspiracy,” or an entirely 
“purposeful” plan hatched by U.S. officials in order to bring a result that was 
completely intentional.  Rather, as I hope to have demonstrated through my overview 
of Pohnpei’s colonial history, the development of Pohnpei’s “colonial addiction” is a 
much longer story and process, which consisted of the gradual integration of 
Micronesians into capitalist systems and markets over many generations.  In this 
respect, the U.S.’s plans during the sixties and seventies might be better understood 
within the logic of capital accumulation, which necessarily finds ways of expanding its 
“sphere of influence” through different strategies depending on the particularities of 
the historical moment. 
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U.S. monies weren’t entirely negative, at least at first, as there was an “immediate 

improvement in the quality of educational and health facilities, greater availability of 

supplies, and the hiring of new trained personnel to work in the schools and hospitals” 

(Hezel, “Is”).  U.S. funds had made possible the enormous expansion of Micronesia’s 

school systems during the sixties and seventies, giving rise to growing numbers of 

educated Micronesians with every passing year.112  However, in producing this 

burgeoning new class of educated Micronesians, I argue, these educational expansions 

had a deeply transformative effect upon Micronesian subsistence cultures, as 

thousands of young Micronesians were transformed into wage workers.  Describing 

the nature of this transformation, Hezel writes, “The high schools had the special 

function, whether acknowledged or not, of converting normal human beings, plain 

Chuukese or Palauans, into potential wage earners.  From the time the school was first 

introduced in the islands in the earliest colonial days, it had always had a strong 

economic function for Micronesians, as a gateway to wage employment and a 

guarantee of a share in the good life—and never more so than during this period” 

(Strangers 316).  Prior to this major educational expansion, while some Micronesians 

had participated in the wage economy before, perhaps earning a meager living selling 

copra or handicrafts, many more had continued to sustain themselves through 

subsistence activities.  Now, armed with the new skills they had gained from their 

																																																								
112 Between 1962 and 1966, enrollment in Micronesian public elementary schools 
grew from a little over 11,000 to almost 19,000, and the expansion of high schools 
was even more dramatic.  Whereas “scarcely 100 Micronesians graduated from high 
school in 1962,” within the span of about ten years “nearly 1,000 received their high 
school diploma each year” (Hezel, Strangers 315). 
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schooling, and lured by the possibilities of receiving their “share in the good life,” 

Micronesians began entering the work force in droves.  Between 1962 and 1965, wage 

employment in the Carolines and Marshalls doubled, and would double again in the 

next ten years (Hezel, Strangers 316).  To accommodate the rising numbers of 

educated Micronesians, thousands of new jobs were created in the fields of education, 

health, and government, and “government offices overflowed with clerks, typists, 

gofers, technicians, bureaucrats at all levels” (Hezel, Strangers 316).  The new and 

comparatively large salaries many Micronesians earned (relative to what they had 

made before) gave rise to a burgeoning consumer culture, as well.  Hezel writes, “To 

keep pace with the fast-growing government payroll, business establishments in which 

employees could spend their salaries suddenly multiplied” (Strangers 322).  These 

stores and other business establishments offered a wide selection of goods and 

services to Micronesians, who “gladly” turned over their salaries “in exchange for a 

wonderful new array of consumer goods” (Hezel, Strangers 322).  In this way, 

through its massive investment in the Micronesian education system, the U.S. was able 

to follow through with an undertaking no other colonial power had been able to 

achieve in the past: the integration of a large portion of Micronesians into the capitalist 

economy, and with it, the further erosion of traditional subsistence cultures.   

These critical transformations of Micronesian cultures might also be fruitfully 

compared to processes of “enclosures,” a term which has come to define the complex 

set of processes by which communal lands, labor, and values are shaped and 

subsequently “enclosed” by capitalist logic.  In the past, “enclosures” have typically 
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been associated with the “primitive accumulation” through which capitalism first 

originated more than five hundred years ago; following this traditional Marxist view, 

enclosures were perceived as an “originary” moment within capitalist history, when 

European agrarians and artisans were violently removed from their lands and 

communal forms of labor to be transformed into an industrial working class.  

However, a handful of contemporary scholars have pointed to the “ongoing” nature of 

enclosures, as a fundamentally “continuous” process inherent to capitalism.113  As 

these scholars have argued, instead of a “one-time” event, enclosures are a 

“constituent element of capitalist relations and accumulation,” one which capitalism 

continually redeploys in order to reproduce and sustain itself (De Angelis 61).  

Viewed more broadly as “the separation of the producer from his (or her) means of 

production,” enclosures are therefore destined to take place over and over again, as 

long as capitalism exists, periodically recurring across time and geographical space.114  

In his own more localized research on Micronesia, David Hanlon has alluded to the 

resonances between the enclosure movements and industrial revolutions in Europe, 

“that disrupted communities, transforming both agrarian tillers and town artisans into 

																																																								
113 See Massimo De Angelis’ “Separating the Doing and the Deed: Capital and the 
Continuous Character of Enclosures” and the Midnight Notes Collective’s “The New 
Enclosures”; see also Chapter 1, “The Enduring Importance of Primitive 
Accumulation,” from Michael Perelman’s The Invention of Capitalism. 
114 It is also interesting to consider how the moment of so-called “primitive 
accumulation” in Micronesia, when a majority of Micronesian communal and 
subsistence workers were integrated into the capitalist system as wage laborers, 
occurred at a much later historical moment compared to many other places.  This goes 
to show the tremendous “unevenness” in capitalist development across time and space.  
For more on the “uneven geographical development” of capital accumulation, see 
David Harvey’s Spaces of Global Capitalism: Towards A Theory of Uneven 
Geographical Development (2006). 
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an industrial working class,” and the disruption of Micronesian subsistence cultures 

during the sixties and seventies through U.S. aid (Remaking 163).  According to 

Hanlon,  

Despite the separation in terms of time, place, and culture, the 
industrialization of England and the development of Micronesia might 
be seen as parts of a larger story or history.  It would not be too 
irresponsible an extrapolation, I believe, to regard the discourse of 
economic development in Micronesia as similar in the violent, 
disruptive transformation of life it proposed; as a process that, if 
implemented as prescribed, would work to shatter links with the past 
and undermine satisfaction in the present by promoting the idea of a 
better, more comfortable, and more secure future earned by regulated 
wage labor. (Remaking 164)  
 

Significantly, it was through U.S. forms of altruism that this transformation was 

achieved, rather than through the more forceful strategies previously employed by 

other colonial powers.  But, with the shift to wage labor, came Micronesians’ 

movement away from the self-sufficiency they had fiercely protected for generations.  

That is to say, if Micronesians no longer relied upon their subsistence and traditional 

food cultures, but on the wages they earned through their jobs—positions largely if not 

wholly funded by the U.S.—to sustain themselves, then it was only through the U.S.’s 

continued funding and support that they would be capable of supporting themselves in 

the future.  

 Micronesia’s growing economic dependency upon the U.S. would be 

registered in other important ways as well.  Both Hezel and Hanlon have pointed to 

the emergence of a “bloated” bureaucracy during this period, which Micronesia was 

unable to feasibly support, as well as to a widening trade imbalance between 

Micronesian imports and exports, as interrelated problems, each important symptoms 
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of Micronesia’s rising dependency.  Explaining the connection between Micronesia’s 

“bloated bureaucracy” and its widening trade imbalance, Hezel writes, 

The glut of US funds, as yearly appropriations escalated, was creating 
what some termed a “society of clerks and secretaries.”  The 
government payroll was lengthening and with it the distance from the 
type of self-sustaining economy that Micronesia once enjoyed.  In the 
postwar years through the 1950s, the territory’s exports roughly 
matched the value of its imports.  During the 1960s, for the first time, 
the race became a runaway as imports skyrocketed from $5 million to 
$20 million a year.  Earnings from salaries, nearly all bankrolled by the 
US government, far outdistanced income from products sold abroad; 
exports brought in barely $3 million in 1969, while the income from 
the salaries was over $10 million and would leap to $30 million in 
another five years. (Hezel, Strangers 318) 
 

As a majority of U.S. funds were poured into the salaries of educational and 

government workers, an enormous and costly Micronesian “bureaucracy” was formed, 

ultimately “bankrolled” by the United States; meanwhile little was invested in the 

development of Micronesia’s productive capacities, or the ability for Micronesians to 

independently produce the foods and goods they needed and readily consumed.  As a 

result, Micronesia’s imports skyrocketed, rapidly outpacing its exports and creating an 

egregious trade imbalance that continues to characterize Micronesian economic 

dependency today.  Between 1961 and 1966, the value of imported goods doubled 

from $4.5 to $9 million dollars.  Astonishingly, by the late seventies, the value of 

imported goods had risen to four times that of export earnings (Hezel, “Is”).  

According to Hezel, by the early 21st century, the trade imbalance would be even 

higher, at about 5:1, “up considerably from what it was in the late 1970s when the 

trade imbalance turned so many heads” (“Is”).  Hanlon also points to the particular 

kinds of items that were being imported by Micronesians as telling, speaking volumes 
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about the specific character of Micronesian dependency forming.  He writes, “Rice, 

alcohol, and tobacco products constituted the three largest categories of imported 

goods; their prominence in the Trust Territory’s import structure suggested to some 

consumption of a most irresponsible sort” (Hanlon, Remaking 173).  But instead of 

depicting the “irresponsibility” of Micronesians, I would argue that these types of 

imports, each representing different types of “addictive” products, were more so a 

reflection of the large extent to which U.S. aid had actively fostered Micronesians’ 

addiction to imported goods.  Not unlike Micronesians’ earlier addictions to tobacco 

and to other western goods during previous centuries, the U.S. similarly manipulated 

Micronesians’ contemporary addictions to U.S. funds, and with it, their addiction to 

the imported foods they were essentially taught to desire, in order to advance the 

U.S.’s strategic interests.   

In this way, the United States ushered in its new strategy of (neo)colonial 

control, one characterized above all by Micronesia’s dependency upon U.S. funds for 

its economic survival.  It is this particular (neo)colonial strategy that emerged during 

the sixties and seventies, and which has now become dominant in the 21st century, 

which I will attempt to define here as that of “colonial addiction.”  I argue that the 

trope of “colonial addiction” proves a fruitful one for conceptualizing contemporary 

U.S. neocolonialism for a number of reasons.  First of all, as I have already suggested, 

I believe it illuminates the ways in which the U.S. relies upon strategies of altruism in 

the 21st century in order to maintain its control over its colonial territories.  Rather 

than force, the U.S. recognizes its need to rely upon strategies that incorporate 
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Micronesian autonomy, and by capitalizing upon powerful Micronesian “addictions” 

to U.S. aid, the United States may more effortlessly preserve its military presence in 

the area.  Put another way, through Micronesians’ colonial addiction, the U.S. need 

not actively work to “colonize” Micronesians any more, as their economic dependency 

constitutes a kind of “internalized” colonialism, which Micronesians, themselves, 

perpetuate and advance of their own volition.  Not unlike an “addict,” who need not be 

forced to partake in these substances, under U.S. neocolonial rule Micronesians need 

not be “coerced” into their own economic dependence upon the U.S.  Finally, I argue 

that the concept of “colonial addiction” proves useful in illuminating the extent to 

which not only U.S. funds, but the system of capitalism, itself, proves fundamentally 

“addictive” and “addicting.”  Just as Micronesians are drawn into U.S. programs of 

financial assistance, growing so reliant upon them that they can no longer live without 

U.S. aid, so too are they drawn into the capitalist system, to the point where they can 

no longer survive without the market economy.  As we have learned from the histories 

of colonialism and Pohnpeian food culture, it was Pohnpeians’ indigenous communal 

and subsistence cultures that had made possible their cultural, political, and economic 

autonomy in the past, and it is these very alternatives to the market economy that 

capitalism is always threatening to obliterate.  In the next section, I examine tropes of 

“colonial addiction” in Emelihter Kihleng’s My Urohs, as a means of better 

understanding contemporary U.S. (neo)colonialism and global capitalism as 

interrelated processes.  Through a close textual analysis of Kihleng’s text, I hope to 

further delineate these processes of colonial addiction as they are currently at work 
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today, within 21st century Pohnpei.  Finally, I argue that once again, poetry, literature, 

and other creative works may be positioned at the cutting edge of these new 

developments, channeling the latest manifestations of (neo)colonialism in imaginative 

form. 

 

Tropes of “Colonial Addiction”: Allegorizing (Neo)colonialism in Kihleng’s My 

Urohs  

 

signs of addiction  

include a drying of the skin 

darkening of the skin 

loss of appetite 

weight loss 

feeling lethargic 

sleeping throughout the day 

  --Emelihter Kihleng, “Pohnpei Seringiring” 

 

 In “Pohnpei Seringiring,” a poem that appears about mid-way through My 

Urohs, the trope of “addiction” is certainly addressed most overtly (though not 

necessarily in the precise ways I have just discussed), through Kihleng’s exploration 

of the topic of contemporary Pohnpeian consumption of sakau.  Sakau, the indigenous 

term for the intoxicating kava fruit that has been used by Pohnpeians for generations, 
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continues to be widely consumed by Pohnpeians (and by other Micronesians) in the 

21st century, constituting a cultural facet that has managed to persist throughout the 

island’s long colonial history.115  As discussed in an earlier section of this chapter, 

sakau was traditionally used by Pohnpeians as part of their feasting rituals, as well as 

in other ceremonies of spiritual significance, and continues to be an important symbol 

of Pohnpeian culture today.116  In their essay, “The Sacred Root,” Michael J. Balick 

and Roberta A. Lee elaborate on this point, demonstrating the profound and 

foundational relationship of sakau to Pohnpeian culture and identity:  

Sakau, known botanically as Piper methysticum G. Forst., is a species 
so tightly woven into the traditional practices of Pohnpei that it has 
become an integral part of Pohnpeian culture, with no palpable 
boundary between culture and plant.  The power of sakau in defining 
Pohnpeian culture and daily life is perhaps one of the best examples of 
the extraordinary influence of a single plant species on a people and 
their identity to be found in the Micronesian region.  On Pohnpei, wahu 
(respect or honor) is the historic and contemporary foundation that 
defines its culture, society, and people.  Wahu, in large measure, is 
structured, maintained, and mediated by sakau, based on the people’s 
reverence for and ritual use of this plant.  Sakau is ultimate respect, 
higher than the highest paramount or oratory chief or any other living 
being in the society—and even higher than the most important of the 
ancestral spirits, both good and evil.  Sakau towers above them all, in a 
way that brings peace and community to the island, holding the cultural 
traditions together in the face of overwhelming and destabilizing 
economic and geopolitical forces that emanate from ‘beyond the 
reef’—the local term for the rest of the world. (Balick and Lee 164)  
  

																																																								
115 See Lebot, Merlin, and Lindstrom’s encyclopedic work, Kava: The Pacific Elixir: 
The Definitive Guide To Its Ethnobotany, History, and Chemistry, for a broad 
overview and history of kava’s significance for the peoples of Micronesia, and for 
many other Pacific Island peoples. 
116 See my earlier section, “A Legacy of Colonial Resistance: Historicizing Trade and 
Imported Food as ‘Colonial Addiction,’” for a more detailed discussion of the 
important cultural and political ramifications of Pohnpeians’ use of sakau. 
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Yet, in “Pohnpei Seringiring,” Kihleng’s focus is the extent to which Pohnpeian 

consumption of sakau has become greatly transformed within contemporary society, 

taking on new and negative meanings in the present.  Describing the nature of this 

transformation, Kihleng writes,  

sakau consumption no longer  

part of tiahk en Pohnpei   

except at kamadipw [formal feasting events] 

when drunk out of the ngarangar [coconut shell] 

in order of rank and status 

now, sons and daughters 

drink with their parents 

once taboo 

parents allow it claiming 

“it’s part of our culture” 

“it’s better than sakau en wai [alcohol]” 

even though on the inside 

they know it isn’t 

their children sneaking off 

for a bottle of Tanduay (My Urohs 33) 

According to Kihleng, sakau no longer holds the same cultural and spiritual 

significance it once did—“no longer / part of tiahk en Pohnpei,” or the “custom of 

Pohnpei”—except at “kamadipw / when drunk out of the ngarangar / in order of rank 
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and status.”  Here, Kihleng describes the highly ceremonial, as well as cultural and 

political dimensions of the rituals surrounding the consumption of sakau, which 

Pohnpeians observe with less and less frequency.  In place of these rituals, Kihleng 

continues, “now, sons and daughters / drink with their parents / once taboo,” and 

“parents allow it claiming, ‘it’s part of our culture’ / ‘it’s better than sakau en wai’ / 

even though on the inside they know it isn’t / their children sneeking off / for a bottle 

of Tanduay” (My Urohs 33).  Referring to the contemporary societal context on 

Pohnpei, Kihleng demonstrates how Pohnpeian adults and children alike harbor 

unhealthy “addictions” to sakau, not unlike that of alcohol or drugs.  For Kihleng, 

Pohnpeians’ contemporary “addiction” to sakau is a far cry from its sacred and 

cultural origins, and rather than enriching Pohnpeian culture and peoples, she points to 

the ways in which Pohnpeian addictions have been degrading to her peoples.  Indeed, 

in the first lines of her poem which I take as my epigraph above, Kihleng discusses the 

many negative physical “signs of addiction” exhibited by Pohnpeians and others 

addicted to sakau, which include a “drying of the skin,” “darkening of the skin,” “loss 

of appetite,” “weight loss,” “feeling lethargic,” and “sleeping throughout the day.”  

Her poem’s title, too, “Pohnpei Seringiring,” refers to the specific condition of “dry, 

flaky skin that results from drinking too much sakau,” yet another negative symptom 

of Pohnpeian addiction.  In this way, Kihleng’s poem traces the contours of 

contemporary Pohnpeian addiction through the visible symptoms left on the bodies of 

her peoples.  These negative bodily symptoms, I contend, not unlike the broader trope 
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and “symptom” of Pohnpeian food, may offer small but significant signs through 

which we may interpret the inner-workings of neocolonialism in Micronesia today. 

Perhaps even more importantly, Kihleng illuminates the ways in which sakau 

provides Pohnpeians an “escape” from reality, all-too-often functioning to dull 

Pohnpeians’ senses to the conditions around them.  Sakau has long been known for its 

narcotic and inebriating effects on the body, and was traditionally employed by 

Pohnpeians (and by many other Pacific Islanders) for its numbing and sleep-inducing 

properties, among a host of other ritualistic and medicinal uses.  For Kihleng, 

however, these traditional uses have given way to new, and largely negative meanings 

for Pohnpeians in contemporary society.  Describing these effects in terms of a 

collective “apathy” suffered by her peoples, she writes,  

an apathy suffocates 

our lush tropical island 

no one seems to care 

about the landslides 

killing people 

sediment pouring into the ocean 

choking the reefs 

caused by overplanting sakau for market (Kihleng, My Urohs 33)   

Foregrounding the conditions of erosion and environmental degradation that currently 

plague her home island due to the “overplanting of sakau,” Kihleng points to the way 

in which Pohnpeian farmers prove complicit with these environmental problems, by 
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participating in the irresponsible (and often illegal) over-cultivation of sakau “for 

market.”117  Kihleng draws our attention to a common and deeply troubling 

contemporary scenario, whereby in order to sustain their economic survival, 

Pohnpeian farmers unwittingly participate in the destruction of their own lands, while 

simultaneously feeding into Pohnpeian addictions.  Furthermore, Kihleng continues,  

no one can see through 

the haze of sakau followed by kapwopwo [alcohol drunk after sakau] 

one day running in to another 

by 8 pm most of the coolers are empty 

children wander in the darkness 

while their parents drink, chew, spit 

and gossip (My Urohs 34) 

Hence, in addition to its physical and environmental manifestations, Kihleng depicts a 

third symptom of Pohnpeians’ contemporary addiction: Pohnpeians’ fundamental 

disengagement from the conditions of their everyday reality.  For Kihleng, then, 

																																																								
117 In his essay, “Rough Seas Ahead: The FSM Economy During Compact II,” Hezel 
describes such environmental degradation as a growing contemporary problem in 
Pohnpei and throughout Micronesia, a problem which Micronesian subsistence 
farmers have largely contributed to.  Hezel writes, “It is these rural people, closest to 
the land, who ironically pose the greatest threat to the resource base in their islands.  
Industrial polluters present a large target and are easy to spot in their misdeeds, 
whether disposing of fish offal, creating oil slicks, or pumping waste products into off-
shore waters.  The major problem is not with these offenders, who can be controlled, 
but the ordinary villager who is struggling to provide for his family with what he can 
find.  It is these people, not the fish exporters, who dynamite coral reefs in Chuuk, 
who find ways to beat the surveillance and hack through the watershed so they can 
plant sakau on Pohnpei, who cut down mangrove in Kosrae for firewood” (“Rough” 
6).   
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sakau’s current function in Pohnpeian society is one that is ideological; one that 

functions to obscure their view of reality, and which prevents them from resisting, 

changing, and radically altering their historical situation.  

 As I will argue in this section, Kihleng’s “Pohnpei Seringiring,” along with the 

many other poems comprising My Urohs, may prove useful and “symptomatic” 

cultural texts which help us to make sense of the most recent manifestations of 

neocolonialism in Pohnpei.  While not always engaging with neocolonialism directly, 

the usefulness of Kihleng’s poems lie precisely in their ability to allegorize 

contemporary conditions.  What I mean by allegorize, is the ability to register and 

transform real historical developments into poetic form, not in a didactic manner, but 

in subtle fashion, whereby one can begin to detect traces of the “form” from within the 

“content.”  It is a fundamentally Jamesonian conception of “allegory” that I invoke 

here, which perceives poetry and literature as a whole as a kind of “political 

unconscious,” through which we may better read, understand and diagnose our most 

pressing political-economic problems.  Delineating this distinctly “relational” mode of 

interpretation, which perceives all literary and cultural texts as “socially symbolic 

acts,” Fredric Jameson writes, “It is in detecting the traces of that uninterrupted 

narrative, in restoring to the surface of the text the repressed and buried reality of this 

fundamental history, that the doctrine of a political unconscious finds its function and 

its necessity” (20).118  Put another way, if poetry and literature function as “allegories” 

																																																								
118 For more on Jameson’s theoretical approaches to reading and interpreting 
literature, see his landmark text, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially 
Symbolic Act.  For Jameson, a dialectical Marxist philosopher, the “fundamental 
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of our surrounding conditions, then by interpreting these allegories and reading them 

as “symptoms,” we may be better equipped to “diagnose” and hopefully devise 

solutions to these problems, as well.  I pay particular attention to Kihleng’s 

representations of Pohnpeian food and food culture, and especially to the ways in 

which Pohnpeian food culture has been rapidly changing in recent years, due to the 

foundational quality of food in Pohnpeian culture, politics, and economics discussed.  

Through interpreting these changes in traditional Pohnpeian food culture as important 

contemporary symptoms, I argue, we may be able to better grasp the new and complex 

contours of U.S. (neo)colonialism. 

   Returning to “Pohnpei Seringiring” for a moment, I read Kihleng’s depictions 

of contemporary Pohnpeian sakau addiction as one such vital symptom.  I wish to 

suggest that Kihleng’s exploration of the trope of addiction registers the ways in which 

the U.S. increasingly relies upon mechanisms of “colonial addiction” in the 

maintenance of its hegemonic power.  Just as Pohnpeians grow addicted to the sakau 

plant once employed for spiritual and cultural purposes within their traditional food 

culture, so too have they become increasingly “addicted” to the funds and assistance in 

the form of the Compact of Free Association, that the U.S. currently uses to maintain 

neocolonial control.  Furthermore, both instances prove symptoms of broader 

economic transformations, by which Pohnpeians grow dependent upon the capitalist 

system for their survival, and which result in the transformation and corruption of their 

traditional rituals and cultures of subsistence. 

																																																																																																																																																																
history” to which he refers is nothing less than the “totalizing” history of class 
struggle.   
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 To further demonstrate this conception of poetry and literature as allegory or 

political unconscious, I turn to another of Kihleng’s poems that explicitly engages 

with the trope of food.  In her poem, “Mwengehn Pwihk,” whose translation is, “to eat 

like a pig,” or literally, “pig food,” I argue that Kihleng’s depictions of food prove 

significant in the way that they allegorize the transformation of Pohnpeians’ 

relationship to food, as a result of the foreign, western, and capitalist conceptions of 

food imposed on them.  Interestingly, Kihleng’s “Mwengehn Pwihk” is a poem only 

to be found in the original manuscript upon which the published text of My Urohs is 

based, Kihleng’s Master’s Thesis entitled, “En lih mwenginingin, the whispers of 

women.”  The poem, therefore, is an example of one of the many pieces that did not 

make it into her published text.  While not technically a part of My Urohs, however, I 

nevertheless read it in tandem with the rest of her collection due to its resonances with 

her other published poems, and have chosen to analyze it at length here because of its 

especially useful and symptomatic qualities.  Broken into three parts, each 

representing a different narrator and context, Kihleng’s “Mwengehn Pwihk” focuses 

on the perspectives of three Pohnpeian women—whom she refers to as “I,” “Nahnep,” 

and “Melda”—and their different experiences of eating in Honolulu and Pohnpei.119  

																																																								
119 As Kihleng explains in the introduction to her Master’s Thesis, upon which most of 
the text of My Urohs is based, her collection revolves around the lives, experiences, 
and relationships of three Pohnpeian women, “Nahnep, Melda, and I.”  While the “I” 
persona typically refers to the author, herself, the figure of “Nahnep” refers to an 
“amazing, high status, elderly woman,” and Melda, “the youngest of the three 
women,” to a close female cousin of the author (Kihleng, “En lih” 2).  Kihleng’s 
poems are mostly told from the individual perspective of one of the three women, with 
her thesis organized according to the three figures: the poems included in the first 
section, “The Love,” are told from Melda’s perspective, the second section, “Iehroas,” 
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Significantly, the poem’s structure, which moves geographically from Pohnpei to 

Honolulu over the three sections, reflects Pohnpeians’ increasing distancing from their 

traditional foods and subsistence cultures. 

In the first section, simply titled, “1,” in which Kihleng presumably portrays 

her own personal experiences of returning to Pohnpei (after moving to Honolulu to 

pursue her education), the narrator describes in vivid and graphic detail the many 

Pohnpeian foods consumed by her while back on her home island.  She writes, 

when I go home I eat 

despite the diarrhea 

the nausea that makes me 

barely capable of swallowing 

on some days: 

a bite of ramen, pankeik, rice 

but then there are those days I eat 

I eat and eat like I have no stomach 

Instead, a pit to fill with: 

																																																																																																																																																																
focuses on Kihleng’s own personal and family history, and the third, “I follow her,” 
focuses on Nahnep, what Kihleng refers to as the “Nahnep series.”  However, Kihleng 
also makes the interesting point that many of her poems are “multivocal,” as well, 
meaning that they can be seen as representing multiple perspectives at once.  She 
writes, “It is semi-autobiographical in that parts of the thesis are about me, although 
essentially even the pieces about Nahnep and Melda are about me as well because 
oftentimes I am the speaker or it is a ‘we’ poem about Nahnep and I or Melda and I or 
in a few instances, all of us.  The thesis is experimental in nature and format and 
various pieces in the manuscript are multivocal; my voice is heard in most poems, and 
Melda and Nahnep’s voices are also heard, oftentimes alongside my voice” (Kihleng, 
“En lih” 1). 
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fresh pwihk, mwahmw ihnihn, lilihn mai, kehp tuhke, kehp tuhke, elimoang, 

ice pahr, kehngid, idihd en uht, malek en pohnpei, uht sukusuk, kehp pirain, 

sasimi, mai piaia (Kihleng, “En lih” 14)   

In her near-categorical listing of the many foods she consumes while on Pohnpei, 

Kihleng employs the indigenous terms for each item—pwikh for “pork,” mwahmw for 

“fish,” lilihm mai for “pounded breadfruit,” elimoang for “mangrove crab,” and so 

on—and in this way, she signals to us the traditional and Pohnpeian nature of these 

foods.  Many of the foods to which she refers, such as mai (breadfruit), kehp (yams), 

and uht (bananas), were and continue to be the most important staples of the 

traditional Pohnpeian diet.  Also worth noting is the sheer abundance and variety of 

indigenous foods described, and especially the way in which the narrator finds herself 

eating these foods to excess: “when I go home I eat / despite the diarrhea / the nausea 

that makes me barely capable of swallowing” (Kihleng, “En lih” 14).  Indeed, the 

specific trope of “over-eating,” or of “over-consumption,” proves to be one of the 

main recurring themes of the entire poem that serves to link its three separate sections, 

and as I will soon argue, constitutes its primary allegorical thrust or “political 

unconscious.”  As the poem continues, we are soon introduced to the larger cultural 

and social context in which the narrator consumes these indigenous foods.  Kihleng 

writes, 

I ate like that the day nohno ki had an uhmw for us 

the last trip we made there when she was alive 

nohno, pahpa, nahnep, me, Josep, and nohno ki 
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we all ate 

the pwihk, so thick, so salty, so juicy, so Pohnpeian  

the pwulak, so fat, so oily, it slid down your throat 

(how we like it) 

and the mai, ooo, the mai 

not too mat, not too pwul 

the right texture and sweetness 

to soak up all the grease, 

settle into the pit 

 

we were sweaty, there were flies 

but ahmen! 

it was our last supper 

kalahngan en kauno [thank you, God]  (“En lih” 14) 

As Kihleng depicts, the narrator had eaten these foods on a special occasion, the day 

her “nohno ki had an uhmw for us.”120  Through the narrator’s words, we may gather, 

she ate these Pohnpeian foods at a celebration likely planned in honor of herself and 

her parents by a close female relative, to whom she refers as “nohno” or “mother,” and 

which incorporated traditional aspects of Pohnpeian food culture.  In this way, the 

narrator’s experiences become a symbol of Pohnpeians’ traditional feasting rituals and 

																																																								
120 The term “nohno” can be translated as “mother,” or “any person one’s mother or 
father would call sister,” while “uhmw” refers to the traditional underground oven in 
which Pohnpeian foods were cooked, a vital component of Pohnpeians’ feasting 
rituals. 
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food culture, in which she finds herself reimmersed upon her return to Pohnpei.  

Furthermore, the qualities that seem to most define this culture are its social and 

communal functions, such that food is eaten not individually but together, and as a 

means of solidifying relationships with extended family: “nohno, pahpa, nahnep, me, 

Josep, and nonho ki / we all ate” (Kihleng, “En lih” 14).  On Pohnpei, then, eating 

figures as a communal and bonding experience, and its enjoyment comes in large part 

from the camaraderie it brings—“we all ate”—as well as for the symbolic meaning it 

has for her people and culture—“so Pohnpeian / . . . (how we like it).”  The ability of 

Pohnpeian foods to provide the narrator with a truly gratifying experience, one that 

feeds her body and soul and that “settles into the pit,” stem from these profoundly 

cultural (and I would add fundamentally unalienated) meanings of food, and when she 

eats these foods to “excess,” it is an act of joy and cultural fulfillment rather than of 

debauchery. 

 In the second section of “Mwengehn Pwihk,” “2,” the setting shifts to that of 

Honolulu, and the narrator to that of “Nahnep,” a recurring figure throughout 

Kihleng’s poetry.  As we learn from the various poems that make up Kihleng’s 

“Nahnep series,” Nahnep is an elderly relative of hers and Pohnpeian woman of “high 

status,” which means that she descends from the soupeidi, or one of the chiefly clans 

on Pohnpei.  “Nahnep” is, in fact, a Pohnpeian word that translates to “title of the wife 

of a Wasai,” with the Wasai being the “second ranking title in the Nahnmwarki 
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line.”121  Given Nahnep’s high status, as well as the similarly elevated status, respect 

and power chiefly women are accorded within Pohnpeian culture and political 

structures (in comparison to chiefly men), Nahnep is characterized as a strong and 

empowered Pohnpeian chiefly woman, who is closely aligned with her traditional 

culture and identity.  Indeed, one of the more important themes of Kihleng’s “Nahnep 

series” is the considerable amount of political and cultural power enjoyed by women 

within Pohnpei’s matrilineal culture, and the contrast this bears to the cultural 

underpinnings of our own patriarchal society.122 

In view of this larger context, and especially Nahnep’s strong association with 

traditional Pohnpeian culture, it is significant that in “Mwengehn Pwihk” Nahnep is 

																																																								
121 See Kenneth L. Rehg and Damian G. Sohl’s Ponapean-English Dictionary for 
translations of Pohnpeian words. 
122 For instance, Kihleng’s poem, “Nahnep has culture shock,” takes as its focal point 
the “culture shock” experienced by Nahnep on a particular visit to Honolulu, when she 
is treated unkindly by a bus driver.  Attempting to smile and “make friends” with the 
driver by speaking in Pohnpeian to him, Nahnep is shocked when he does not return 
her smile, and instead gives her an unfriendly “look” and tells her to “sit down.” 
Explaining Nahnep’s reaction to the Honolulu bus driver, Kihleng writes, “She isn’t 
used to people not being nice for no apparent reason”; “No one tells Nahnep what to 
do in Pohnpei.  She is Nahnep, Nahnep wife of Wasahi who any day could become 
Nahnmwarki.  She is Nahnep standing in the nahs, giving long eloquent speeches at 
kamadipw, telling men and women where to sit, what sugarcane, sakau, pig goes to 
which chief, singing laughing, cracking dirty jokes.  She is Nahnep who knows 
everyone and everything that should be done” (Kihleng, “En lih” 49).  The “culture 
shock” experienced by Nahnep can be read in a number of ways, all ultimately 
stemming from the cultural divide between Honolulu and Pohnpei.  Whereas within 
the still relatively communal and matrilineal culture of Pohnpei, a chiefly woman like 
Nahnep is treated with great respect, both due to her high chiefly status as well as on 
account of her empowered role as a Pohnpeian woman, in the Americanized, 
metropolitan city of Honolulu, women in general (and Micronesian women, in 
particular) are perhaps not afforded the same levels of respect that they would in such 
a tightly-knit culture. 
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depicted visiting Honolulu, where she revels in eating a variety of non-Pohnpeian 

foods.  Describing a typical visit from Nahnep, Kihleng writes,  

Nahnep eats like that in Honolulu 

the pilawa silais and pihnad [sliced bread and peanut butter] 

tala rieisek limau sasimi sang Tamashiro [$25 per pound sashimi from 

Tamashiro] 

 that makes her sohiahia [feel nauseous] 

but she eats it anyway 

the selimon [salmon], a fish most Pohnpeians sahn [are unaccustomed] 

 that they end up loving it because of 

 its rich, fatty consistency that tastes great fried (“En lih” 15) 

In Honolulu the foods Nahnep craves most are not traditional Pohnpeian foods, but 

sliced bread and peanut butter, sashimi (Japanese-style raw fish) from Tamashiro 

market, and salmon, a fish imported to Hawai‘i from Alaska (that most Pohnpeians 

aren’t familiar with presumably because it’s not a native fish).  In this way, the foods 

Nahnep eats allegorize the infiltration of Pohnpeian culture and foods by those that are 

foreign, and largely American in origin.  Through the figure of Nahnep, herself a 

powerful symbol of Pohnpeian matrilineal culture, we see how even a chiefly woman 

of Nahnep’s status finds herself lured by the temptations of western culture and foods, 

and all that American capitalist culture has to offer.  Also noteworthy are the ways in 

which Nahnep is shown to value food based on its cost, such as the “$25 per pound 
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sashimi from Tamashiro” that Nahnep eats until she is nauseous.  As Kihleng further 

elaborates,  

Nahnep ate and ate especially 

once she found out how much certain foods cost 

after a loud kirer [burp], she’d lie on the carpet 

content no food was wasted 

too full to move. (“En lih” 15)   

Through her allusion to the monetary value of Nahnep’s foods, Kihleng registers the 

transformation of Pohnpeian conceptions of food that has come about as a result of 

capitalist penetration.  Instead of a powerful symbol of culture, or a means through 

which Pohnpeian relationships are affirmed and mediated, food becomes a mere 

indicator of monetary value, emptied of these richer meanings.  Likewise, when 

Nahnep eats these foods till she is surfeited, it seems to be less an act of cultural 

fulfillment as one of gluttony and, perhaps, of the emergence of still newer forms of 

“colonial addiction,” in this case, of Pohnpeians’ addiction to “luxury” foods.  And as 

Nahnep proceeds to fill her body with these foods, we see this transformation 

registered not only in her world view, but in her expanding waist line, another of the 

poem’s tropes:  

she weighs herself on the 25 cent scale 

in the Ala Moana ladies’ restroom 

at 5 feet, 

she’s 202 lbs. 
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before she leaves 

she’s 207 (Kihleng, “En lih” 15) 

 But, it is in the poem’s third and final section, which centers on the figure of 

“Melda,” that the transformation of Pohnpeian food and food culture by capitalist 

structures is most fully realized.  The fact that it is through Melda—Kihleng’s 

youngest female narrator—that this shift is made most apparent and extreme, is 

significant because Melda represents the newest generation of Pohnpeians.  Indeed, in 

Kihleng’s “Melda series,” Melda is characterized as a young and (somewhat defiant) 

Pohnpeian woman, on the cusp of dramatic cultural change, and unlike “Nahnep,” or 

the “I” persona, who bear a closer relationship to traditional Pohnpeian culture, 

“Melda” leans towards the opposite, frequently expressing a desire to be more 

Americanized.  This is evident as many of the poems included in the Melda series 

depict the character’s strong attraction to the forms of American consumer culture she 

encounters while visiting Kihleng in Honolulu (and on Guam), and the conflicts that 

arise between the two young women as a result of Melda’s open embrace of American 

consumer culture.  In “Ross, the Whale,” for instance, in which Melda is described 

shopping for clothing in a Ross Store in Honolulu for the first time, Kihleng depicts 

Melda’s awe and fascination with the quantity and selection of clothes available for 

her to choose from: 

She took me to Ross today.  It’s the first time I’ve been inside a store 
with so much stuff.  The clothes are lined up: shirts, pants, jeans, skirts, 
all nice clothes.  My cousin let me pick what I like; I picked some 
shirts, some skirts and a pair of jeans.  She picked some for me too.  
We went inside a little room and I tried on my clothes.  I would try 
them on and go out and show them to her.  There was this pink skirt 
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PUMA, with these little shorts inside that I really liked, but she told me 
I don’t need them.  She said they were too short; she said I’m 
Pohnpeian, I don’t need that kind of skirt.  But we’re in a foreign land 
now; I also want to do that style.  She doesn’t see those Pohnpeian 
girls. (“En lih” 13; my emphasis)123 
 

Here, Melda’s attraction to the American brand-name clothing she sees (“PUMA”), as 

well as her desire to buy a “short skirt,” signal the ways in which Melda and those of 

her generation have departed from a more traditional Pohnpeian culture, one that was 

more culturally conservative as well as ecologically sustainable.124  In sharp contrast 

to the qualities of frugality, sustainability, and cultural enrichment that characterize 

traditional Pohnpeian subsistence culture, Melda’s embrace of “Ross, the whale”—the 

ubiquitous American chain store (with multiple locations throughout Honolulu) 

known for its cheap and wide selection of gimcrack—signifies the contemporary 

																																																								
123 Interestingly, “Ross, the whale” is another example of one of the especially 
fascinating and symptomatic poems not included in the published text of My Urohs.  
For me, this begs the question of why many of these poems did not make the final cut.  
While editing is always a crucial part of the process of transforming a manuscript into 
a published text, it is interesting that many of her poems that are most indicting of 
American capitalist and consumer culture do not appear in the final version. 
124 Clothing is another powerful trope in My Urohs, through which Kihleng depicts the 
cultural transformation of Pohnpeians.  Indeed, the “urohs,” itself—the title of her 
collection and centerpiece for the individual poem, “My Urohs”—refers to the 
traditional “Pohnpeian skirt” that Kihleng describes as “the quintessential dress of 
Pohnpeian women, especially at events like mehla (funerals) and kamadipw (feasts)” 
(Kihleng, My Urohs 49).  In this respect, Kihleng illuminates the urohs as a powerful 
symbol of “tiahk en Pohnpei (Pohnpeian culture or custom)” as well as of “lien 
Pohnpei (Pohnpeian women) and all of the things Pohnpeian women do” (My Urohs 
49).  The fact that Melda desires to wear short skirts and shorts, then, takes on greater 
significance, due to its contrast to the comparatively longer and more conservative 
style of the urohs, once again signifying Melda’s desire to fully embrace American 
culture.  In another poem from My Urohs, “She Needs An Urohs,” Kihleng further 
demonstrates this battle between Melda and herself, writing, “she [Melda] likes to 
wear short shorts / has no one taught you how to dress? / sohte anmw urohs? [Don’t 
you have a skirt?] / . . . I make sure to buy her an urohs / before I leave / she chose the 
red one / with sparkly cherries and / long green stems” (My Urohs 51-52). 
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Pohnpeian generation’s embrace of a rampant and wasteful culture of American 

consumerism.125  Likewise, Melda’s comment, “But we’re in a foreign land now; I 

also want to do that style,” becomes a kind of cultural anthem for the contemporary 

generation of Pohnpeian young people, whose willing embrace of American consumer 

culture arguably constitutes another powerful form of “colonial addiction.” 

 Turning back to the text of “Mwengehn Pwihk,” Kihleng significantly begins 

Melda’s poetic segment by describing Melda’s “fondness” for the refrigerator, a 

western technological innovation whose primary function is the preservation of foods.  

Kihleng writes,  

Melda is quite fond of the refrigerator 

a big iceberg, full of food that could be eaten any time of day 

she stands there in front of it 

thinking, deciding, contemplating 

what to put into her mouth next  

getting scoldings from Pahpa for letting cold air out (“En lih” 16) 

For Melda, what is precisely so attractive about the refrigerator is its sheer abundance 

and convenience of food choices, so “full of food that could be eaten any time of day.”  

In this way, I wish to suggest, the refrigerator’s significance and larger meaning within 

																																																								
125 As a side note, in a footnote to her poem, “Ross, the Whale,” Kihleng alludes to the 
title’s underlying meaning: “Roahs means whale in Pohnpeian” (“En lih” 13).  
Through the connection between the Pohnpeian term, “Roahs,” which sounds very 
similar to “Ross,” Kihleng points to the “gargantuan” quality of the store, in size and 
scope, not unlike the enormity of a whale.  These descriptions of Melda’s initial 
impressions of Ross bear striking resemblance to Hezel and Hanlon’s depictions of the 
sheer abundance and similarly “gargantuan” quality of U.S. foods and goods that were 
poured into Micronesian economies in the post-war period. 
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the poem derives primarily from the way that it makes possible a contemporary, 

western, and consumer-oriented lifestyle, one which no longer relies upon 

Pohnpeians’ traditional relationship to their lands and subsistence culture.  

Incidentally, Craig Santos Perez (whose poetry is the focus of chapter four), has 

developed a similar critique of the refrigerator as a tool and symbol of American 

colonialism and capitalist food culture.126  In a blog post entitled, “Refrigeration, The 

Pacific Body, and Other Perishables,” Perez describes the refrigerator as “a 

stimulating assemblage of bright, cool, and modern.  Opening its door opened a door 

to America.  Reaching into the fridge was like reaching for the invisible hand that fed 

us.  The fridge held the staples of our Americanized diets.  The fridge was the stapler: 

every time it clicked open, our bodies were bound to the ‘mainland.’  It was a place 

where nothing seemed perishable, where food could be frozen forever.”  Describing 

the contents of his own family fridge while growing up, Perez points to the ways in 

which the refrigerator promoted Chamorros’ consumption of predominantly 

																																																								
126 Among his many interests and topics of poetic exploration, Perez has also written 
extensively on the topic of Chamorro (and Micronesian) food culture and its 
relationship to the history of colonialism.  In from unincorporated territory, Perez 
writes on the history of the “achiote,” a plant known for its intensely bright red fruit 
that is used in traditional Chamorro cooking, as a food that speaks volumes about the 
intimate connections between colonialism and food for Chamorro peoples.  In addition 
to his published poetry, Perez has also written a number of more informal blog posts 
on the topic of colonial food, which he has referred to (somewhat playfully) as the 
“Decolonial Diet Blogs.”  This series of blog posts, which can be found on Perez’s 
personal website (craigsantosperez.wordpress.com), include such provocative and 
fascinating entries as “Chamorro Cereal Killer,” “Uncle Spam Wants You,” and 
“White Sugar’s Burden.” While seemingly less “formal” in composition, I read these 
blog posts as an extension of Perez’s impressive body of scholarly work, and cite them 
here due to their resonances with Kihleng’s poetry, as well as for their important 
contributions to the still emerging body of critical food writing on Micronesia and the 
wider Pacific. 
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Americanized, imported and processed foods: “The fridge from my childhood housed 

Best Foods mayonnaise, Heinz ketchup, French’s mustard, Vlasic pickles, Hidden 

Valley Ranch Dressing, Oscar Meyer bologna, Wonder Bread, Kraft Cheese, Coca-

Cola, Sunny Delight, and Caprisun” (“Refrigeration”).  In this way, Perez suggests, by 

“preserving the very unhealthy foods that are shortening our life spans,” refrigerators 

figure as instruments of colonialism and “sites of American invasiveness and disease” 

for Chamorros and other Pacific Islanders (“Refrigeration”).   

As the poem continues, Kihleng further develops this idea, of the refrigerator’s 

function in advancing a distinctly Americanized and capitalist culture of food, writing, 

she eats cereal in the mornings 

 drinks 3-4 glasses of skim milk per day 

 I make her cut back and start drinking OJ 

 quickly becoming a substitute for the milk 

 ramen and SPAM for lunch 

 with some leftover kool-aid sprinkled in or 

 a tuna sandwich 

chocolate chip cookies, popcorn, papaya, cereal, fish, pasta, leftover bbq for 

dinner (“En lih” 16) 

To be sure, all of the foods to which Kihleng refers—from the “skim milk” and “OJ” 

Melda drinks in quantities, to the “chocolate chip cookies,” “popcorn,” “pasta,” and 

“leftover bbq” she eats for dinner, were foods not sourced from Pohnpeian lands (or, 

for that matter, from anywhere in the Pacific) but were likely imported from the 
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continental U.S. and purchased by Kihleng and her family in a Honolulu supermarket.  

In contrast to the tremendous investment of time, care and patience needed to grow 

and prepare one’s own food, the refrigerator therefore signifies the convenience, 

effortlessness, and instant gratification of American capitalist food culture through its 

stores of chilled, instant and “ready-to-eat” foods.  Furthermore, in her description of 

Melda’s food choices, Kihleng identifies many of the kinds of foods commonly eaten 

by many Pohnpeians (along with many other contemporary Pacific Islanders) today, 

which are overwhelmingly American, imported, and non-indigenous in nature.  In 

doing so, I argue that Kihleng registers the transformation of traditional Pacific 

Islanders’ food cultures, whereby many indigenous peoples no longer subsist on their 

traditional foods, nor do they bear the close reciprocal relationship to their indigenous 

lands that once nourished them.  On the contrary, as Kihleng depicts in “Mwengehn 

Pwihk,” Pohnpeians increasingly rely upon American and other foreign foods 

introduced to them from the outside, and it is these imported, and often highly 

processed foods that have become the new “staples” of the 21st century Micronesian 

diet. 

 In the previous section of this chapter, in which I discussed the transformation 

of Pohnpeian foods and food cultures as a gradual process stretching over many 

generations, I argued that post-WWII American relief efforts crucially contributed to 

this transformation, by fostering Micronesians’ early dependency upon canned and 

imported American foods.  This legacy—of the United States’ role in advancing 

Pohnpeians’ consumption of imported foods—has an even more recent history, and 
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one that I think is worth recounting here due to its resonances with contemporary 

processes of “colonial addiction.”  Beginning around the mid-1970s, the United States 

government began instituting a series of “feeding” programs throughout Micronesia 

(then a U.S. Trust Territory), which would have important ramifications for the 

politics of food in Micronesia.  Significantly, these programs were a product of 

legislation that had been passed earlier under the Kennedy administration, which 

essentially offered Micronesians the status of an “American minority group,” making 

them eligible to apply for a host of “domestic assistance programs” administered by 

the federal government (Hanlon, Remaking 170).  By extending such programs to 

Micronesians, the U.S. once again positioned itself in the benevolent role of 

“assisting” those members of its Trust Territory most “in need,” as well as in further 

contributing to Micronesians’ future economic development and self-sufficiency.  

However, according to Hanlon, these federal programs, ultimately “designed to 

respond to American domestic needs and situations,” often became “inanely distorted 

crossing Micronesian beaches” (Remaking 171).  I would add that the “feeding” 

programs, in particular, had the effect of weakening Micronesian subsistence cultures.  

Of the many federal assistance programs instituted in Micronesia through the 

seventies, one of the most controversial of these was the “Needy Family Feeding 

Program.”  As part of this initiative, U.S. Congress passed Public Law 94-105, which 

authorized the implementation of the National School Lunch and Breakfast Program, 

designed to provide free school meals to those children most in need.  According to 

Hanlon, however, because of the particular definition of “poverty” provided by the 
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federal government, which applied to the majority of Micronesian peoples, the school 

feeding program was not only extended to nearly every Micronesian child, but was 

also soon offered to any and “all needy families” throughout the islands, as well.  

Hanlon writes,  

By 1979, 275 out of a total of 311 schools in Micronesia, including the 
Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas, were participating in the 
school feeding program; only 2,682 students out of a territory-wide 
enrollment of 38,447 remained beyond the reach of the project.  In 
addition to feeding almost every student in the Trust Territory, the 
program included funds for special summer school programs, nutrition 
education workshops, and the purchase of utensils, dishes, pots, pans, 
and even building materials for cookhouses.  Total expenses for the 
program in fiscal 1979 came to $8,855,534. (Hanlon, Remaking 174) 
   

Furthermore, Trust Territory food services officer, George Bussell, would announce 

the U.S.’s plans to extend the school feeding program to all “needy families” in the 

islands, essentially undertaking to “feed every woman, man, and child identifying 

themselves as Micronesians” (Hanlon, Remaking 174).  Through the program, an 

estimated additional 86,000 people would be fed, totaling an annual cost of about 

$39,695,940.  Even more interesting and particularly telling for our purposes would be 

the specific kinds of foods distributed.  Hanlon writes, “Every Micronesian was to 

receive twenty pounds of rice, ten cans of evaporated milk, and a specified mix of 

other food items and canned goods designed to provide a balanced diet; these supplies 

were to be distributed every sixty days and were regarded as sufficient to provide three 

meals a day per person over the two-month allotment period” (Remaking 174-175).  

Through its bi-monthly “allotments” of rice, canned goods and other “food items,” 

“designed to provide a balanced diet,” the U.S. not only established amongst 
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Micronesians a familiarity with canned and other imported foods, but it also provided 

them with enough of a supply—“three meals a day per person over the two-month 

allotment period”—that one could, presumably, live exclusively off of these foods.   

Also interesting to consider are the resonances between this particular legacy, 

of U.S. “allotments” of imported and canned foods for Micronesians, and the history 

of “rations” and “commodity” foods provided to Native Americans by the federal 

government.  In the case of Native Americans, this legacy reaches back to the U.S.’s 

program of “Indian removal” during the 19th century, when Native Americans were 

forcibly removed from their indigenous lands onto reservations.  Separated from their 

lands and from the traditional game and other food sources that had sustained them for 

generations, Native Americans had no choice but to live off of the meager 

government-issued “rations” provided them, such as flour, lard, and sugar.  As a 

result, “These cheaper, nutritionally ‘empty’ foods became the new ‘traditional’ for 

American Indians as they developed a taste for the only foods available to them” 

(Goetz).  As Native American scholar and activist Winona LaDuke has argued, this 

legacy of Native American “rations” lives on today, now through the federal 

government’s “Commodity Food Program,” which continues to “hand out cheap, 

starchy, highly refined foods to reservations” (qtd. in LaDuke 194).  For our purposes, 

it may also be interesting to consider the ways in which federal “rations” and 

“commodities” have historically contributed to a weakening of Native American 

sovereignty, not unlike the impact American food and aid had on Micronesian 

independence.  In this way, I wish to suggest, by offering alternatives to their 
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traditional indigenous foods that were far easier, more convenient, and “free” of 

charge, the U.S. “feeding programs” had the effect of further weakening traditional 

Micronesian subsistence cultures.  Unlike the “fresh” staples of traditional 

Micronesian diets, which subsistence farmers painstakingly cultivated on their lands, 

many of these foods could be eaten right out of the can, due to their highly processed 

and preserved qualities.  As a result, Micronesians no longer had the same incentives 

to continue to participate in and carry on their subsistence cultures.  The ready-made 

canned and other imported food provided by the U.S. government, then, can be seen as 

yet another insidious mechanism of “colonial addiction.”  The United States 

government further advanced Micronesians’ “addiction” to American capitalist food 

culture, by giving Micronesians a “taste” of what it was like to eat, without ever 

having to participate in the production of their own foods. 

Turning back to Kihleng’s work, I argue that her poetry resonates strongly with 

this specific legacy, of the production of Micronesians’ contemporary “colonial 

addiction” to American imported foods.  On a most basic level, the “milk,” “ramen,” 

and “SPAM” Melda eats for lunch, “with some leftover kool-aid sprinkled in,” operate 

as symbols of the legacy of canned and processed foods in Micronesia that have come 

to replace traditional Micronesian staples.  In fact, in many parts of the Pacific today 

canned meats such as “SPAM,” “corned beef,” and “Vienna sausages” continue to 

serve as key staples and protein sources for many indigenous peoples, often 

accompanied by a side of “white rice,” yet another foreign and highly processed 
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imported food.127  Also worth noting are the deeply “addictive” properties of many of 

the foods cited by Kihleng, due to the particular kinds of ingredients often used to 

make such “food products.”  Manufactured by large American (and Asian) food 

conglomerates, “ramen,” “SPAM,” and “kool-aid,” for instance, contain large 

quantities of sugar, salt, MSG, as well as a host of preservatives and other synthetic 

ingredients, specifically designed to make these foods irresistible to the consumer.128  

																																																								
127 In a similar way, Craig Santos Perez has explored the legacy of “SPAM” in Guam 
and the wider Pacific that has led to its emergence as a staple for many contemporary 
Pacific Islanders.  In another of his blog posts, “I eat therefore I SPAM,” Perez writes, 
“Hormel invented SPAM a few decades later, in 1937.  It fed Depressed Americans 
and the Allies in World War II.  After America bombed and invaded war-torn Guam 
in 1944, SPAM arrived.  My grandmother was a young woman at that time; she 
describes her first taste of SPAM as ‘manna from heaven.’”  In this way, Perez shows 
how SPAM’s consumption in the Pacific came about in close connection with the 
U.S.’s militarization of the region.  For this reason, Perez continues, in addition to its 
popularity in Guam, “SPAM is also popular in Hawaii, the Philippines, Okinawa, 
South Korea, the Northern Marianas, the Federated States of Micronesia, and all 
places with a history of U.S. military presence” (“I eat”).  Perez further explores 
SPAM’s legacy as a colonial food in Guam in his poem, “SPAM’s Carbon Footprint,” 
in from unincorporated territory: [guma’].  Other contemporary Pacific Island writers 
have engaged with these issues of food colonialism, as well.  In her poem, “What A 
Young, Single Makuahine Feeds You,” Hawaiian poet Brandy Nālani McDougall 
portrays how canned and processed foods are eaten as staples in Hawai‘i, and how this 
is a legacy that gets passed from generation to generation.  Listing the kinds of foods 
fed to her by her single Hawaiian mother, she writes, “spam casserole, / spam and 
corn, / spam and green beans, / spam sandwiches, / vienna sausages, / portuguese 
sausages, / pork and beans, / cooked corned beef, / onions and rice, / cold corned beef” 
(McDougall 29).  Interestingly, McDougall concludes her poem with the lines, “from 
Uncle-- / no matter / which Uncle-- / you eat whatever / Uncle brings” (30).  While 
ostensibly a reference to any of the male figures in the narrator’s life, the word 
“Uncle” also carries strong associations with “Uncle Sam,” in this case, alluding to 
Native Hawaiians’ similar (though also distinct) relationship of economic dependency 
with the U.S. 
128 In yet another blog post, “Foods You Meet in Longs,” Perez critically engages with 
the variety of processed foods sold at Longs Drugs Store—one of Hawai‘i’s most 
popular drug store chains—and especially the unhealthy preservatives and synthetic 
ingredients contained in these foods.  Reading off the list of ingredients in a bag of “li 
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Of the many American imported foods Kihleng explores in her poetry, “Kool-aid” 

may serve as an especially emblematic modern Micronesian “food,” that helps to 

reveal corporate America’s exploitation of Micronesian consumer “addictions.”  It is 

perhaps no accident that the author devotes an entire poem from My Urohs to the 

popular Pohnpeian snack.  As we learn from Kihleng, the “mixture of ajinomoto 

(MSG), soy sauce, salt, and unsweetened kool-aid powder,” that is composed almost 

exclusively of “addictive” ingredients, is consumed widely throughout Pohnpei and 

Micronesia, sprinkled copiously on everything from green mangoes to ramen to 

enhance their flavor (My Urohs 13).129  By means of these deeply “addictive” 

ingredients, American processed foods are therefore rendered even more tempting to 

Micronesians, in comparison to healthier, more wholesome indigenous food options. 

If such dietary changes have had important effects upon Micronesian culture 

and economics, they have had even more pressing ramifications for Micronesian 

health.  Micronesians and other Pacific Islanders currently suffer from some of the 

highest rates of obesity, diabetes, hypertension, and coronary heart disease in the 

																																																																																																																																																																
hing mui,” or “sweet, salty, tart dried plums,” Perez writes, “Lemon, Sugar, Salt, 
Aspartame.  Product of Hong Kong.”  He then goes on to interrogate the corporate 
origins and history of aspartame as a manufactured “chemical” ingredient that came to 
be used in many processed foods: “Aspartame is an artificial sweetener discovered in 
1965 by a chemist who worked for the G. D. Searle & Company.  Twenty years later, 
Monsanto purchased this company and eventually created Nutrasweet and Equal.  Side 
effects associated with aspartame consumption include headaches, moodswings, 
hallucinations, weight gain, fatigue, insomnia, and even seizures.  Ajinomoto Inc, a 
Japan-based company, purchased the aspartame business from Monsanto in 2000.  
Now, Ajinomoto is the world’s largest producer of aspartame.  ‘Ajinomoto’ means the 
‘essence of taste’” (Perez, “Foods”). 
129 See the introduction to this chapter, in which I provide further analysis of Kihleng’s 
“Kool-Aid.” 
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world, diseases that have all been linked to Pacific Islanders’ changing dietary 

habits.130  According to a World Health Organization (WHO) survey, in at least 10 

Pacific Island countries, more than 50% (and in some, up to 90%) of the population is 

overweight; likewise, the prevalence of diabetes within the Pacific ranks amongst the 

highest in the world (“Pacific Islanders”).  As many of these studies have suggested, 

the rise of such non-communicable diseases amongst Pacific Islanders is a specifically 

contemporary phenomenon that emerged in direct correlation with Pacific Islanders’ 

increased consumption of salt, sugar, and fats, all addictive ingredients found in large 

quantities in the imported and processed foods that came to replace traditional 

indigenous staples.131  In this way, I argue that Micronesians’ “addictions” to imported 

and processed foods must be seen as part of a much larger (neo)colonial phenomenon, 

																																																								
130 See Pacific Partnerships for Health: Charting a Course for the 21st Century, edited 
by Jill C. Feasley and Robert S. Lawrence, for a broad overview of contemporary 
health conditions across the Pacific Islands region.  The authors cite a number of 
“disease trends” across the Pacific, including “an increase in the prevalence of non-
communicable diseases” such as diabetes, cancer, coronary heart disease, and strokes.  
Citing the rise in incidences of obesity amongst Pacific Islanders, they write, “Obesity 
is of great concern to all jurisdictions, especially because it is a key determinant of 
many other noncommunicable diseases and health disorders such a diabetes, coronary 
heart disease, and strokes.  WHO [World Health Organization] recently reported that 
the highest rates of obesity in the world were found in the Pacific among Melanesians, 
Micronesians, and Polynesians” (Feasley and Lawrence 33).  
131 Once again, Native Americans’ similar legacies of colonial food and disease may 
offer useful parallels in understanding the contemporary plight of Micronesians and 
other Pacific Islanders.  Like Micronesians, Native Americans currently suffer from 
disproportionately higher rates of non-communicable diseases such as obesity, 
diabetes, and heart disease.  American Indians and Alaska Natives are 1.6 times more 
likely to be obese than Caucasians, with almost 33 percent of all American Indians and 
Alaska Natives classified as “obese” (Goetz).  Likewise, these elevated rates of 
disease amongst Native Americans have been closely connected to dietary changes 
within these communities, largely attributed to Native Americans’ increased 
consumption of industrial and processed foods. 
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by which Micronesians and other Pacific Islanders suffer from shorter life spans, poor 

overall health and quality of life, ultimately as a result of the colonization of 

indigenous food systems. 

But even as Kihleng’s “Mwengehn Pwihk” helps to illuminate these concrete 

legacies of colonial food, I argue that the poem also lends itself to a larger, allegorical 

meaning and interpretation.  In the final segment of the poem, this meaning becomes 

clearer, as Kihleng writes, 

when we go out to eat 

 she wants  

 “cheeseburger, French fry, milkshake chocolate” 

 the shorts she brought from Pohnpei no longer fit 

 her face grows rounder 

 masamwahu [beautiful] (“En lih” 16) 

Through her commentary on Melda’s changing appearance—“the shorts she brought 

from Pohnpei no longer fit / her face grows rounder”—Kihleng returns once again to 

trope of the Micronesian body, and particularly, to the transformation (and expansion) 

of Micronesian bodies as a result of the foods they consume.  If, in the first two 

segments of the poem, the narrators’ consumption of foods functioned as cultural 

symptoms, then in this final segment, I argue that Melda’s “over-eating” may be read 

as a vital economic symptom, this time, of the contemporary Pohnpeian generation’s 

tendency to “over-consume,” marking an important shift in economic activity from 

previous generations of Pohnpeians.  Taken in this context, Melda’s “over-eating” 
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may be best understood in tandem with the kinds of supposedly “irresponsible” and 

“lotus-eating” economic practices that have developed amongst Micronesians in recent 

years, ultimately as a result of the Compact of Free Association between the United 

States and Micronesia.  As we have learned, in the case of both of its Compact 

Agreements with the FSM, the U.S. had essentially bombarded Micronesians with its 

financial aid and assistance programs, only to find Micronesians responding not by 

becoming more self-sufficient, but by growing ever more dependent and “insatiable” 

in their consumption.  But while U.S. officials have attempted to blame this behavior, 

and the subsequent economic imbalance that has resulted, upon the Micronesian 

peoples, as history (and Kihleng’s poetry) teaches us, it was in fact the U.S. that was 

responsible for the current crisis.  Through the mechanisms of “colonial addiction” by 

which it served to maintain its military hold on the islands, the U.S. simultaneously 

promoted a fundamentally American and consumer lifestyle amongst Micronesians, 

one which had the effect of promoting new, radically different, and fundamentally 

unsustainable new values and ways of life for Micronesians.  It is within this particular 

context—of Micronesian bodies, cultures, and economics currently in extreme flux—

that the transformation and “expansion” of Melda’s body must be understood.  As the 

waistlines of not just Melda, but of all three female narrators grow throughout the 

course of the poem, so too does Kihleng trace and interrogate the growth and 

transformation of Micronesian cultures, economics, and consumption practices that 

has occurred as a result of the Compact of Free Association, and the American 

capitalist ideals it has served to advance.  I read the trope of “over-consumption” in 
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Kihleng’s poetry as a powerful allegory for the ways in which Pohnpeians have been 

taught to consume beyond their means, and to desire a way of life that is deeply 

unhealthy and unsustainable for themselves.  Indeed, this trope is further reinforced 

through the title, “Mwengehn Pwihk,” which means “to eat like a pig” or literally, “pig 

food,” and whose doubled translation results in a doubling of metaphorical meanings, 

as well.  In addition to its signification of “over-eating,” the secondary and literal 

meaning, “pig food,” alternately leads one to interrogate the kinds of imported, 

processed, and colonial foods that the U.S. regularly “feeds” Micronesians, suggesting 

these foods to be greatly “unfit” for human consumption.  In the final section of this 

chapter, I turn to another of Kihleng’s poems that focuses on the relationship between 

Micronesian food and contemporary processes of Micronesian migration.  As I will 

suggest, the recent waves of Micronesian migration, which have occurred as a direct 

result of specific terms included within the Compact of Free Association, have 

resulted in the further distancing and “enclosure” of Micronesian foods and cultures of 

subsistence. 

 

Of Mini-marts and Migration: The Continuing “Enclosure” of Micronesian 

Foods and Cultures of Subsistence 

 

Movement, migration and forced relocation would be features of colonial 

times.  --Francis X. Hezel (2001) 
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take a walk in my neighborhood 

you’ll see old men with missing teeth 

young women with gold teeth 

boys craving gum and lollipops going in and out 

of Makiki Food Center Liquor and Grocery 

   --Emelihter Kihleng, “Korean Stores”  

 

 In “Korean Stores,” a poem from My Urohs, Kihleng explores the “mini-mart” 

as a distinctive feature and cultural facet of her own contemporary Micronesian 

experience.  Addressing the reader in a series of tight, vivid images (taken as one of 

my epigraphs above), Kihleng describes the types of sites (and people) one might see 

if you took a walk in her neighborhood: “old men with missing teeth / young women 

with gold teeth,” and “boys craving gum and lollipops going in and out of Makiki 

Food Center Liquor and Grocery.”  The “mini-mart”—a reference to the kinds of 

small liquor and convenience stores commonly found in impoverished urban areas—

has become a ubiquitous part of the physical landscape within the numerous 

“diasporic” Micronesian communities throughout Hawai‘i.  Typically located in 

concentrated urban areas in Honolulu, convenience stores such as “Makiki Food 

Center Liquor and Grocery,” “K and K Corner Mart,” and “University Stop,” are 

known for the variety of cheap foods, alcohol, cigarettes, and other miscellaneous 

items for sale.  At a typical Honolulu mini-mart, Kihleng observes, one can buy sugary 

candies and sodas, as well as canned goods like “SPAM, pwoaten kou [corned beef] 
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and Vienna Sausage” (My Urohs 14).  But the author also highlights the way in which 

these stores, frequently to be found in poorer neighborhoods with larger populations of 

Micronesians (and other Pacific Islanders), often cater to the particular “needs” and 

“desires” of Micronesian migrants, craving a “taste” of home.  Kihleng writes, 

K and K Corner Mart 

on the corner of Ke‘eaumoku and Kīna‘u, 

sells $5 pwuh [betelnut] 

$10 “fresh, frozen Pohnpeian sakau” from Moloka‘i 

$1.25 yellow, red and purple combs 

even urohs and the kind of donuts sold back home (My Urohs 14) 

As she further depicts, many of these stores also sell “Oceanic, Groove and 24/7 

phone cards” that can be used by Micronesians (and other Pacific Islanders) living 

abroad in order to keep in touch with family and friends back home.  In this way, 

Kihleng foregrounds the ways in which these stores target specifically Micronesian 

and Pacific Islander populations in Hawai‘i, largely comprised of the many migrant 

workers, students, and families who have left their islands in search of better 

opportunities in the U.S.  By carrying familiar foods and Micronesian goods such as 

“pwuh [betelnut]” and “urohs [Pohnpeian skirts],” these stores capitalize on 

Micronesians’ particular “cravings” and “yearnings” for home, while simultaneously 

feeding into long-standing Micronesian “addictions” to imported American foods.132  

																																																								
132 In his blog post, “‘Catering to our own people’: On Micronesia Mart,” Craig Santos 
Perez has offered his own commentary on Kihleng’s “Korean Stores,” similarly 
analyzing the “mini-mart” as a symbol of the Micronesian diaspora in Hawai‘i.  He 
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 In this final section of the chapter, I read “Korean Stores” as symptomatic of 

some of the most pressing neocolonial issues and mechanisms at work in Micronesia 

and throughout the Pacific today.  The trope of the “Micronesian mini-mart,” in 

particular, may serve as an important cultural symptom of the massive waves of 

Micronesian migration currently taking place as a consequence of the U.S.’s Compact 

Agreements with the FSM (and with the Marshall Islands).  Due to this “out-

migration,” a large and increasing percentage of the Micronesian population currently 

resides away from their home islands, many in Hawai‘i, Guam, and the 

Commonwealth of the Mariana Islands (CNMI), but also in certain parts of the 

continental U.S.  While purportedly intended as a “safety valve” and “beneficial” 

feature of each of the Compacts, I argue that the trend of out-migration has only 

resulted in the further enclosure of traditional Micronesian foods and subsistence 

cultures, along with their indigenous lands and cultural roots, and it is this ongoing 

process of enclosure that the mini-mart embodies.  Through “unpacking” the trope of 

the mini-mart, then, we may get to the heart of the ways in which Micronesian out-

migration constitutes yet another mechanism of 21st century neocolonialism. 

 To fully understand the contemporary phenomena of Micronesian migration 

and its relationship to capitalist processes of enclosures, it is necessary to understand 

the multiple and complex economic and cultural forces at work, which have 

historically produced Micronesian migration and that continue to lead many 

																																																																																																																																																																
writes, “The convenience stores are a portal through which migrant settlers can fill our 
needs for affordable foods like SPAM, as well as other cultural goods from ‘back 
home.’  At the same time, ‘the convenience of retail 30 feet away / creates needs for’ 
these imported products.  A vicious digestive cycle” (“Catering”).   
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Micronesians to leave their home islands.  Significantly, these complex forces also 

resonate with ideologies and processes of “colonial addiction” already explored.  As 

several Pacific Island scholars have noted, it was around the late 1980s, following the 

implementation of the first Compact of Free Association in 1986, that the FSM began 

experiencing unprecedented levels of emigration to other parts of the Pacific.133  While 

small groups of Micronesians had been leaving their islands as early as the post-war 

period, the “exodus” of Micronesians that subsequently took place marked a clear 

departure from the past.  The recent development was, without a doubt, a direct 

consequence of the Compact of Free Association, and in particular, its specific 

provision that granted Micronesians “free” and “unlimited” immigration to the United 

States.  According to this provision, Micronesians now possessed the right to 

“lawfully engage in occupations, and establish residence as a non-immigrant in the 

United States and its territories and possessions” (United States; title 1, art. 4).  With 

the FSM’s population growing at a rate of about 3 percent yearly, FSM and U.S. 

leaders had originally negotiated the specific term in order to allow for “excess 

population growth,” as well as a kind of “safety valve” in the event that the FSM’s 

development plans failed (Hezel and McGrath).  However, as Hezel and others have 

																																																								
133 A handful of Pacific Island scholars have contributed to a growing body of 
literature documenting Micronesian migration patterns, including Francis X. Hezel, 
Donald Rubinstein, Michael J. Levin, Thomas McGrath, and Eugenia Samuels, among 
others.  Rubinstein, in particular, has become one of the foremost pioneers and 
specialists of Micronesian emigration to Guam. 
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noted, the large numbers of Micronesians that began migrating in the wake of the 

Compact came as a “shock” even to Micronesian leaders.134   

In the early years of this emigration, most Micronesian migrants headed to 

Guam—a U.S. Unincorporated Territory—as well as to the Commonwealth of the 

Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI), located just north of Guam.  Hezel and McGrath 

document this “first wave” of Micronesian migration in one of the earliest studies of 

Micronesian migration patterns conducted in 1988.  They write, 

[The] overall growth of the FSM resident community in Guam had 
been very small during the early 1980s, according to all indications.  
After the implementation of the Compact in late 1986, however, the 
floodgates opened.  The Guam Department of Labor survey figures for 
March 1985 and March 1986 showed about 1100 ethnic 
“Micronesians” 16 years of age and older, most of them presumably 
Palauans.  By March 1987 the number had risen by 430, and by March 
1988 by another 800.  According to Labor Department estimates, 1200 
Micronesians had been added to the Guam resident population within a 
year and a half of the inauguration of the Compact. (Hezel and 
McGrath 3) 
 

While Guam and the CNMI’s relatively close proximity to the FSM was certainly an 

important factor in Micronesians’ choice of destinations—each “only a short plane 

ride” away from the FSM—more important were the many jobs to be found on Guam 

and in the CNMI at this time.  During the 1980s, Guam, in particular, experienced an 

“economic growth surge,” which created many new jobs, “mostly in tourism and 

																																																								
134 In his early and path-breaking paper, “The Future of Micronesian Migration to 
Guam,” Donald Rubinstein wrote, “Micronesian leaders surely anticipated the 
usefulness of the Compact clause giving FSM citizens the right of free entrance into 
the United States and all its territories.  But leaders in both Guam and the FSM were 
surprised at how many people quickly took advantage of this provision.  Within a few 
weeks of the signing of the Compact, whole families of Micronesians—and especially 
young single men—began moving to Guam” (1). 
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related construction and service industries” (Rubinstein, “Micronesian Migrants” 1).  

Largely a result of “the devaluation of the US dollar and the resultant strength of the 

yen,” the Japanese tourist industry in Guam burgeoned during this period, which in 

turn fueled a construction “boom” and “rapid growth in island business” (Hezel and 

McGrath 7).  Meanwhile, while many new entry-level positions were created on 

Guam, the FSM was experiencing the opposite: an economic recession and lack of 

growth, resulting in a dearth of new jobs for Micronesians.  According to Hezel and 

McGrath, whereas Micronesians had enjoyed relative economic prosperity during the 

1970s, “By the early 1980s the job boom of the previous decade was decidedly over in 

Micronesia.  Between 1979 and 1982, more than 1700 jobs throughout the FSM were 

lost” (5).  The loss of jobs in the FSM was also closely connected to patterns of U.S. 

aid and economic assistance, which declined substantially during this period.  As 

Hezel and McGrath write, “The decline in employment was due mainly to the radical 

cutbacks in US Federal Program funds for the Trust Territory in preparation for the 

onset of its new political status.  The level of US assistance had risen from $54 million 

in 1970 to a high of $138 million in 1979 before dropping off sharply at the beginning 

of this decade” (5).   

In this way, I wish to foreground, Micronesians’ “exodus” from the FSM 

cannot be understood apart from the larger capitalist processes and forces at work 

amidst the eighties.  In particular, the expansion of Japanese capitalism on Guam 

(through the tourist industry) created an immediate need for new, eager, and cheap 

sources of labor, which the FSM possessed in large supply.  Of the hundreds of FSM 
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migrants who fled to Guam, most would ultimately take up unskilled “entry-level” 

positions, often extremely underpaid and of “lower status,” jobs “in hotels, in stores 

and gas stations, and in construction” (Hezel and McGrath 8).135  Likewise, Rubinstein 

would conclude in his own 1991 study, which forecasted the real conditions of 

Micronesian migrants to come,  

We might expect, then, that Micronesians will form a sizable working 
class, serving Guam’s visitor industry in the bottom echelons of 
employment, holding thousands of jobs such as dishwashers, waiters, 
maids, and security guards.  This social class will be the most 
vulnerable to economic downturns, which seem inevitable, considering 
that the Guam economy is so undiversified, and so heavily dependent 
on tourism, particularly upon Japanese tourists, who account for 85% 
of visitors to Guam. (Rubinstein, “Future” 7)  
 

Though the wages earned by Micronesian migrants on Guam were low by U.S. 

standards, these wages, “princely by comparison with FSM standards,” were 

nevertheless desirable to the new immigrants who were accustomed to earning much 

less for wage employment back home (Hezel and McGrath 8).  But, if the expansion 

of Japanese capitalism in Micronesia was instrumental towards the formation of 

Micronesian emigration, I contend, U.S. colonialist and capitalist processes played an 

equally vital, if not even more important role in creating the Micronesian exodus, on 

the one hand, by opening the “floodgates” of emigration through the Compact 

																																																								
135 In this respect, Micronesian migration to Guam and the CNMI resembles the 
patterns of many other recent immigrant groups to the U.S., such as those from 
Mexico, as well as from countries in Central and South America.  As has been 
documented in many studies of the contemporary Latino immigrant population in the 
U.S., many of these communities often find themselves uprooted from their home 
countries out of economic necessity.  Likewise, once they are living in the U.S., Latino 
migrant workers, often lacking much education or English-speaking skills, have no 
choice but to accept the most low-status, underpaid, and all-around exploitative jobs in 
U.S. society. 
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Agreement, but also through its economic policy-making, which created a temporary 

(though very poorly-timed) economic depression in the FSM.  Above all, what I’d like 

to suggest is that Japanese and U.S. capitalist forces converged in such a way during 

this period that many Micronesians were compelled to leave their islands for economic 

reasons.  While many of these early emigrants chose to leave willingly, the bleak 

economic prospects that characterized the FSM at this time made it difficult to make 

any other choice, especially when the option of “free” immigration was dangled before 

them.  In this way, Micronesian emigration must be seen as an important new 

extension of the colonial mechanisms and practices previously discussed, which 

increasingly rely on Micronesians’ and Pacific Islanders’ consent. 

If the capitalist dynamics of the eighties would crucially shape the Micronesian 

migration of that decade, these same economic processes would prove vital in 

determining the contours of the future waves of immigration to come.  Through the 

late-eighties and into the nineties, emigration to Guam and the CNMI proceeded 

largely as it had under the first few years of the Compact, as many Micronesians 

continued leaving their islands in large numbers, in pursuit of the jobs they couldn’t 

find at home.  In their updated study, “New Trends in Micronesian Migration,” Hezel 

and Levin estimated the rate of immigration from the FSM to be approximately one 

percent a year between the years 1986 and 1994, or the equivalent of about 1,000 

persons a year.  On Guam, in particular, the FSM resident population had steadily 

climbed, “from about 1,700 two years after the Compact of Free Association was 

implemented,” to “4,954 by 1992, and was estimated at about 6,300 in 1994” (Hezel 
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and Levin).136  But, during the 1990s, Micronesian migration also began shifting to 

other U.S. locales, as well.  In particular, Hawai‘i became a popular destination, where 

many migrants traveled in search of jobs, as well as “better” educational opportunities 

and health care not to be found in their home islands.  In their 2006 article, 

“Micronesians Abroad,” Francis Hezel and Eugenia Samuel usefully connect the more 

recent shift of Micronesian migrants to Hawai‘i, once again, to larger economic 

processes taking place.  According to the authors, while “the main destinations in 

those early years were Guam and Saipan [the CNMI’s largest island and urban 

center],” “as both places suffered from a recession in the early 1990s and new jobs 

became scarce, more and more Micronesians headed for Hawaii” (Hezel and Samuel 

3).  Meanwhile, while Guam and Saipan were each facing a “scarcity” of jobs, Hezel 

and Samuel continue, “The migrant outflow increased sharply in the mid-1990s as the 

effects of the stepdown in Compact funding for the FSM and RMI were felt and as the 

government reforms, initiated by Asian Development Bank, lopped jobs from the 

public sector” (3).  Ironically, the “stepdown” in Compact funding to which the 

authors referred had been a feature deliberately built into the agreement, for the 

purposes of gradually weaning Micronesians from U.S. aid.  Through these 

“stepdowns,” or gradual decreases in U.S. aid to be implemented under the first 

Compact (which would be similarly built into Compact II in the form of 

“decrements”), it was thought, Micronesians would be less likely to grow overly 

																																																								
136 Meanwhile, the rapidly growing Micronesian diasporas on Guam and in the CNMI 
were also registered in the pressures being placed on the economies and infrastructures 
of each of these sites, an increasing source of conflict between the newcomers and 
original indigenous and local occupants. 



	

 

227 

reliant upon U.S. aid, and therefore closer to achieving the self-sufficiency they 

desired.  But, as Hezel and Samuel illuminate, this would not prove to be the case.  On 

the contrary, as the U.S.’s planned financial stepdowns only further exacerbated the 

FSM’s struggling economy, resulting in a hard economic reality compounded by the 

“reforms” proposed by the Asian Development Bank, an even larger “outflow” of 

Micronesian migrants was created.137  Desperate for the jobs they could no longer 

secure in Guam and the CNMI, many of these “Compact migrants” began relocating 

to Hawai‘i, contributing to a large and still rapidly growing Pacific diasporic 

population there. 

By 2006, Hezel and Samuel would write, “Today there are over 30,000 FSM 

citizens and 20,000 Marshallese living in the United States and its territories” (2).138 

An even more recent study conducted in 2013 by the American Community Survey 

would place these numbers much higher, identifying approximately 42,241 

Micronesians and 27,932 Marshallese living in the United States.139  Currently, these 

diasporic populations continue to be concentrated in the sites where Micronesians first 

began emigrating—on Guam, in the CNMI, and in Hawai‘i; however, researchers 

																																																								
137 We see, once again, the recurring irony, whereby the U.S.’s stated plans to 
facilitate Micronesian independence produces the opposite: Micronesians’ economic 
dependency upon various forms of U.S. assistance. 
138 “With 2,000 FSM citizens, 1,000 Marshallese, and a couple hundred Palauans 
leaving home each year to live abroad,” they continued, “one out of every four 
Micronesians is now living in the US or its territories” (Hezel and Samuel 3). 
139 The American Community Survey, conducted by the U.S. census, breaks down the 
Micronesian population into three categories: “Guamanian or Chamorro,” 
“Marshallese,” as well as a third category, “Other Micronesian.”  A somewhat 
ambiguous category, the “Other Micronesian” group would include those migrants 
from the FSM. 
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have also begun identifying other specific areas throughout the continental U.S., 

where small migrant communities have cropped up, as well.  San Diego, California, 

Corsicana, Texas, Portland, Oregon, as well as parts of Central Florida, and the Tri-

State Border Area in the Southern Midwest, have each become popular destinations 

for Micronesian migrants, constituting “mini” diasporic communities unto themselves.  

While many of the older, more established of these Micronesian diasporas originated 

as a result of their proximity to small colleges, which drew Micronesians in large 

numbers during the 1970s and 1980s, in other cases, these communities were created 

fairly recently, as a direct result of the efforts of corporate recruiters, who specifically 

targeted Micronesian populations as sources of potential new workers.  According to 

Hezel and Samuel, “Nearly all the Micronesians who settled in central Florida were 

brought out by recruiters to work at SeaWorld, Disney World, Busch Gardens, or one 

of the several nursing homes in the area” (12).  Given the relative “newness” of these 

communities, and the extent to which Micronesian patterns of migration continue to 

change and unfold as we speak, they also remain relatively understudied (especially in 

comparison with Guam and the CNMI), calling for much more research of these 

particular communities in the future.   

But even in the case of Hawai‘i, where Micronesians have been emigrating in 

large numbers since the mid-nineties, Micronesian migrant communities remain 

comparatively and surprisingly understudied (Grieco).140  This is perhaps especially 

																																																								
140 In her 2003 book, The Remittance Behavior of Immigrant Households: 
Micronesians in Hawaii and Guam, Elizabeth Grieco writes, “Unfortunately, little 
research has focused on the Micronesian migrant community in Hawaii” (83). 
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surprising, given the sheer numbers of Micronesians who have taken up residence in 

the state of Hawai‘i in recent years, as well as the extent to which Micronesian 

communities have been the source of “controversy” within the local media.  

According to a recent report published by the Hawai‘i Appleseed Center for Law and 

Economic Justice, one of the few recent, in-depth studies of Micronesian migrants in 

Hawai‘i, “As of 2009, Hawai‘i was home to an estimated 12,000-15,000 COFA 

(Compact of Free Association) migrants” (“Broken” 6).141  As the authors of this study 

discuss, a majority of Micronesian individuals and families have emigrated to Hawai‘i 

in order to “access health care, education and employment that are non-existent in 

their islands, because of the legacy of U.S. militarization and weapons testing and 

decades of failed U.S. trusteeship and oversight” (“Broken” 5).  Furthermore, it is 

clearly within these migrants’ legal rights to do so, as each of the Compact 

Agreements afforded Micronesians “free entry” to the U.S. and its territories, 

including the rights to access employment and educational opportunities, as well as 

social services within the United States (Diaz 4).  Yet, Micronesian migrants currently 

suffer from widespread negative stereotyping, social stigmatization, as well as 

multiple forms of institutional discrimination surrounding their presence in Hawai‘i.  

“Like other new immigrant groups,” the authors of “Broken Promises” write, 

“Micronesians have become objects of prejudice and, according to several 

interviewees, discrimination against them has been increasing.  The prevailing 

																																																								
141 By way of explaining the term, “COFA migrant,” the report states, “This 
population is often referred to as ‘COFA migrants,’ because their nations are related to 
the U.S. through Compact of Free Association treaties, or ‘Micronesian migrants,’ 
because of the geographic region of their origin” (“Broken” 5). 
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stereotype is Micronesians are ‘lazy’ and they are ‘taking all of our resources’” 

(“Broken” 15).  Another recent newspaper article discussed how such blatant forms of 

racism against Micronesians frequently manifests in Hawai‘i’s “education, health care, 

and criminal justice systems, also appearing “as offhand remarks, belittling jokes, and 

as graffiti like ‘Return my tax dollars’ scrawled angrily on the side of a Micronesian 

food store in Honolulu” (Letman).142  Such negative perceptions and treatment of 

Micronesians, I argue, are rooted in economic struggles over limited resources 

between Micronesian “newcomers,” on the one hand, and “local” and “indigenous” 

populations of Hawai‘i, on the other.  In particular, within Hawai‘i’s increasingly 

competitive economic climate, Micronesians are commonly seen as a threat to jobs 

and local resources, as well as viewed as “taking advantage” of state funds.  Affirming 

the fundamentally economic causes underlying the discrimination currently faced by 

Micronesians, the authors of “Broken Promises” write, “In recent years, the presence 

of COFA migrants in the Aloha State has become controversial.  Politicians have 

decried the so-called ‘Compact impact’ of Micronesian families using public services 

while comment in the media has urged them to ‘Keep these leeches off our island.’ 

																																																								
142 In “‘Catering to our own people’: On Micronesia Mart,” Perez writes about this 
particular incident of racial violence directed against Micronesians, when someone 
spray painted the words, “Return my tax dollars,” on the window of a mini-mart.  
According to Perez, “Micronesia Mart,” a small Pohnpeian-owned convenience store, 
located on the corner of Kapi‘olani Boulevard, “has been the target of numerous 
attacks, including disparaging graffiti, people urinating on the walls, feces thrown at 
the back entrance, attempted break-ins, and broken light fixtures, windows, and 
electrical cables” (“Catering”). 
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Not surprisingly, as the state’s economy took a downturn, the amount of negative 

stigma associated with this community has increased” (“Broken” 5).143 

The local media in Hawai‘i has often functioned to perpetuate such negative 

stigma surrounding Micronesian migrants, serving to exacerbate fear and ignorance 

towards these newer immigrant communities.  For instance, one of the most recent 

(and still) ongoing issues related to Micronesian migration in Hawai‘i, that has been 

particularly visible within local media sources, is the large percentage of Micronesian 

homeless.  Due to the astronomical cost of housing in Hawai‘i today, coupled with the 

typically low wages earned by many new immigrants, increasing numbers of 

Micronesians have found it difficult to find and secure affordable housing once they 

have arrived in Hawai‘i.  This is a problem only compounded by the widespread 

housing discrimination faced by Micronesians, whereby, due to the kinds of 

stereotypes and social stigma already discussed, landlords have been known to 

systematically overlook or refuse Micronesians as potential renters.  As a result, 

multiple homeless “encampments” have cropped up throughout the island of O‘ahu, 

comprised not only of individual Micronesian migrants, but of entire families.  While 

in some rare cases, the local media has attempted to educate the public about these 

communities, providing some insight into the histories of colonialism and 

																																																								
143 In this way, the interracial conflicts that have arisen between Micronesians and 
Hawai‘i’s local and native populations resemble the earlier conflicts that have 
transpired between Hawai‘i’s older immigrant populations, such as among the 
Japanese, Chinese, and later, Filipino plantation laborers who arrived in Hawai‘i in 
subsequent waves, at different times, competing (but also occasionally collaborating) 
with one another over plantation jobs, wages, and other resources. 
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militarization that have produced these migrants, more often than not it has served to 

play upon the local public’s fears about the ways in which Micronesian migrants 

constitute a “problem” within local communities, whether it be their “unsightly” 

encampments littered with trash, over-utilization of health care and other state 

resources, or the “problems” the children of these migrants supposedly cause in the 

public school system. 

 Returning to the text of “Korean Stores,” I argue that the contours of this 

complex history of Micronesian migration can be detected throughout Kihleng’s verse, 

serving as a fruitful lens through which we may begin to explore and better understand 

the contemporary struggles of Micronesian peoples.  Through the figure of the 

Micronesian mini-mart, I contend that Kihleng’s poem functions to uncover the 

contemporary plight of Micronesian migrants who, upon their arrival to Hawai‘i, find 

themselves disillusioned by the conditions of poverty, exploitation, discrimination, 

and cultural alienation with which they are confronted.  Indeed, while Micronesians 

often travel to Hawai‘i and other places in the U.S. with hopes of bettering their lives 

and that of their families, many Micronesian immigrants find themselves living a 

much harsher reality.  Through its close association with the “urban ghetto,” the mini-

mart helps to reveal this reality, by foregrounding the way in which Micronesians find 

themselves confined within such urbanized settings in Honolulu, distanced from their 

lands, cultural roots, and indigenous foods to the point where the only remaining 

access they have to their culture may be through these convenience stores.  Of “Makiki 

Food Center Liquor and Grocery,” Kihleng writes,  
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we were frequent shoppers there 

when my Nohno Lisa and Pahpa Sohs lived upstairs 

 the convenience of retail 30 feet away 

 creates needs for  

 Oceanic, Groove and 24/7 phone cards 

 cigarettes 

 Coke, Sprite, Strawberry Soda 

 SPAM, pwoaten kou and Vienna Sausage (Kihleng, My Urohs 14) 

Kihleng’s verse registers the conditions of alienation and disconnection experienced 

by many Micronesian immigrants living away from their islands.  Compared to 

Kihleng’s native Pohnpei (much of which remains still relatively rural and 

undeveloped), the highly urbanized setting of Honolulu, with its dense combination of 

high-rise condominiums, apartment buildings, and derelict “walk-ups,” often located 

above storefronts, presents a stark contrast from home.  But, for many Micronesians, 

this new environment proves alien not only in terms of its urbanization, but also 

because of its commercialization.  Divorced from their indigenous culture, and 

reimmersed in a culture ruled by commodities and capitalist values, Micronesian 

migrants’ yearning for their homeland and cultural roots now take the form of phone 

cards, cigarettes, and SPAM purchased from the local corner store. 

However, and as I also wish to underscore, Kihleng’s poem simultaneously 

draws our attention to the processes of “enclosures” through which such rapid cultural 

transformations were brought about.  Significantly, it is once again her representation 
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of Micronesian foods that serve as vital cultural symptoms, illuminating the 

fundamentally “alien” and “alienating” natures of these capitalist processes.  Through 

her representation of the “$5 pwuh [betel nut],” “$10 ‘fresh, frozen Pohnpeian sakau’ 

from Moloka‘i,” and “the kind of donuts sold back home,” available for purchase in 

these convenience stores, Kihleng highlights the ways in which Micronesian migration 

(ultimately advanced and encouraged by U.S. neocolonial processes) has only resulted 

in the further separation of Micronesians from their indigenous lands, labor, and 

traditional food cultures.  Whereas only a few decades ago, a majority of Pohnpeians 

(and other Micronesians) resided in their homelands, with many still continuing to 

practice elements of their traditional food culture and cultures of subsistence, Kihleng 

reveals a new contemporary reality where, living abroad, not only have many 

Micronesians been displaced from their lands, but their most sacramental foods have 

become commodified, prepackaged by foreigners and sold for a profit.  In the final 

lines of “Korean Stores,” this sense of the multiple layers of economic injustice 

suffered by Micronesians is further underscored, as Kihleng writes, 

University Stop 

I guarantee you every Micronesian in Honolulu proper 

has been there at least once 

many of us think of opening our own stores 

catering to our own people 

in the meantime, we keep giving the Koreans our  

hard-earned money. (My Urohs 14) 
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Here, Kihleng refers to the way in which other ethnic groups living in Hawai‘i, in this 

case, Korean storeowners, participate in the economic exploitation of Micronesian 

migrants, capitalizing on the commodification of Micronesian foods and their longings 

for home.  Earlier in this chapter, I discussed enclosures as a “continuous” process 

inherent to capitalism, one characterized by the separation of producer from his (or 

her) means of production; this separation can take a number of different forms, 

whether it be separation from one’s land, labor, or from the ability to practice one’s 

culture.  In “Korean Stores,” then, we see how Micronesian migrants have essentially 

been enclosed multiple times over: first, removed from their lands and means of 

subsistence, only to be exploited as low-wage labor upon their arrival to the U.S., and 

finally, forced to spend their meager wages on the indigenous foods once cultivated 

“for free” on their own lands.  In this respect, Kihleng’s poetry proves most 

groundbreaking, indeed.  If, as De Angelis and others have suggested, processes of 

enclosures are fundamental to capitalism, continually recurring across time and space, 

then Kihleng’s poetry not only offers us a critical lens through which we can better 

apprehend contemporary neocolonial processes in Micronesia, but also may help lay 

bare the insidious inner-workings of capitalist enclosures confronting so many other 

indigenous peoples across the world (and, for that matter, all people, everywhere).  
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Chapter Four: 

Reading “Against the Grain” of Guam’s “Unincorporation” in Craig Santos Perez’s 

From Unincorporated Territory 

 

In 2005, the U.S., in partnership with Japan, issued a proposal for what would 

amount to the largest shift in military resources ever attempted by the Department of 

Defense.  Among the terms of the proposal, negotiated between Secretary of State 

Condoleeza Rice and Japan Foreign Affairs Minister Taro Aso, was the relocation of 

more than 8,000 U.S. Marines and their dependents from the U.S.’s base on Okinawa 

to Guam by 2014.144  In addition to the immense shift of troops, the proposal also set 

forth plans for an overall expansion of U.S. military operations; these plans would 

include the development of a Marine Corps base and training area, the expansion of 

Guam’s Andersen Air Force Base, the construction of a berth for a nuclear aircraft 

carrier, and the erection of a missile defense system on the island.  The military project 

would be described in the media as the “Guam military build-up,” highlighting the 

sheer scope and magnitude of new projects to be implemented.  But more than just an 

intensification of military activity, the “build-up” signified a broader shift in U.S. and 

global geopolitics towards “Pacific theaters,” a shift that positioned Guam and the 

																																																								
144 See “United States-Japan Roadmap for Realignment Implementation,” drafted in 
May 2006 by the U.S.-Japan Security Consultative Committee, composed of Secretary 
of State Rice, Minister of Foreign Affairs Aso, Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, and 
Minister of State for Defense Nukaga. 
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U.S.’s other Pacific bases as increasingly “strategic” sites for future defense needs.145  

According to this latest shift or “realignment,” the U.S.’s Pacific bases were of critical 

significance, in view of the purportedly military, but perhaps mostly economic, threats 

Asia (and particularly China) now posed towards U.S. hegemony.  In this way, I 

argue, the build-up on Guam must be understood within this broader global context of 

inter-imperialist and inter-capitalist competition between dueling global powers, 

battling for geopolitical control over global markets.  At the same time, however, the 

build-up was the result of powerful movements for de-militarization emerging out of 

Okinawa and South Korea, where the U.S. had held a strong military presence since 

WWII.146  As these resistance movements had grown, increasing anti-military 

sentiment within these regions, pressure had been placed on the U.S. military to seek 

alternative, increasingly “flexible” sites for its bases and future military expansion.   

As a U.S. territory, Guam had presented such a “flexible” alternative for the 

U.S.  From the perspective of military planners, its official status as an 

“unincorporated territory” enabled the U.S. to pursue its strategic plans with 

“maximum flexibility,” without having to “negotiate with another national 

government” (qtd. in Kirk and Natividad).  Indeed, it was in 1950, with the passage of 

the Guam Organic Act, that the island had formally become a territory of the U.S.  

																																																								
145 For an excellent critical article on the military build-up, see Gwyn Kirk and Lisa 
Natividad’s “Fortress Guam: Resistance to US Military Mega-Buildup,” in which the 
authors discuss the U.S.’s recent geopolitical shift towards Asia and the Pacific. 
146 See Setsu Shigematsu and Keith Camacho’s introduction to their edited collection, 
Militarized Currents: Towards a Decolonized Future in Asia and the Pacific (2010), 
for their discussion of the powerful anti-military struggles being waged throughout 
Asia and the Pacific, in protest of both U.S. and Japanese militarization. 
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Through the Organic Act, passed by U.S. Congress, the U.S. defined Guam’s political 

status as one of “unincorporation,” while transferring administrative responsibility of 

the island from the Navy to the Interior.  Yet, U.S. governance of Guam actually 

reached back much further than 1950, to the end of the Spanish-American War in 

1898.  It was the U.S.’s victory in the war with Spain—a war waged over colonial 

acquisition of Pacific territories—through which the U.S. had initially taken 

possession of Guam, a former Spanish colony, along with Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the 

Philippine Islands.  From the outset of U.S. control, the Department of Navy assumed 

command, employing forms of governance that were overtly militaristic and 

repressive towards the Chamorro people and their culture.147  According to Chamorro 

scholar Laura Souder-Jaffery, this included the U.S. government’s appointment of a 

long line of Naval governors to administer Guam, many of whom “tended to 

command the island as if it were the Carrier U.S.S. Guam, with enlisted men and 

twenty thousand civilian crew members” (10).  Above all, U.S. administration of 

Guam had been characterized by a “hierarchical, military rule,” which subordinated 

the rights and liberties of the Chamorro people to the military and its strategic needs 

(Souder-Jaffery 13).  The U.S. government’s restriction of Chamorro rights would not 

be “peacefully” accepted, however, and as early as 1901, the people of Guam began 

petitioning for their civil rights (Camacho and Monnig 150).  While Chamorro 

																																																								
147 The term “Chamorro” refers to the indigenous peoples of the Mariana Islands, 
which includes Guam, as well as the many other smaller islands that make up the 
Marianas.  While “Chamorro” and “Chamoru” are terms that are often used 
interchangeably, I will primarily use “Chamorro” throughout this chapter for purposes 
of consistency. 
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agitation for expanded rights took many forms, ranging from calls for outright political 

sovereignty to more limited petitions for U.S. citizenship, the 1950 Organic Act was 

the fruit of generations of protest, purportedly symbolizing an important victory in the 

fight for Chamorro rights.  In addition to finally transferring administrative authority 

from the Navy to the Interior, the Organic Act bestowed upon the Chamorro people a 

limited form of U.S. citizenship through the unique political affiliation of 

“unincorporation” established between Guam and the U.S. by the Congressionally-

approved Act. 

However, Guam’s designation as an “unincorporated territory” would prove 

more deceptive than liberating to the people of Guam.  While it appeared to include 

Chamorros into the U.S. body politic as “citizens,” the terms of this citizenship would 

prove very limited, denying Chamorros the power to significantly impact their own 

political, social, and economic situation.  Instead, what the designation of 

unincorporation would accomplish was the legal sanctioning of the U.S.’s utilization 

of Guam for its own geopolitical ends, essentially legitimating its continued military 

occupation of the island.  In this way, I argue, the 1950 Organic Act pointed the way 

towards the contemporary neocolonial context in Guam, of which the latest military 

build-up is a part, characterized by the U.S. military’s near-continuous exploitation of 

Guam’s lands, people, and natural resources since its seizure of the island in 1898.148 

																																																								
148 I specify that the U.S. military’s occupation of Guam has been “near-continuous,” 
due to the relatively short period of Japanese military rule that interrupted U.S. control 
during WWII.  In 1941, Japan invaded Guam, seizing it from U.S. forces, leading to a 
deeply violent and repressive period of Japanese military occupation lasting about two 



	

 

240 

In his multi-volume collection of poetry, aptly titled, from unincorporated 

territory ([hacha] 2008, [saina] 2010, [guma’] 2014), Chamorro poet and scholar 

Craig Santos Perez explores the legacy of the 1950 Guam Organic Act, among a host 

of other historical and political issues affecting Guam.149  As the title of his ongoing 

poetry collection suggests, Perez looks to the Organic Act as a crucial piece of 

legislation of continuing significance to Chamorros today, one that speaks volumes 

about Guam’s contemporary relationship with the U.S.  However, in contrast to 

dominant historiographies of Guam, which present the Organic Act as a “liberating” 

document instrumental in the expansion of Chamorro civil rights, Perez presents us 

with a “revisionist” history of Guam’s unincorporation.  In the preface to his first 

volume, from unincorporated territory: [hacha] (2008), Perez begins this counter-

historiography, reflecting on crucial elements of the Act often ignored or marginalized 

within traditional histories: 

Guahån150 is classified as an “unincorporated, organized territory” of the 

United States: “unincorporated” because it is an area under U.S. jurisdiction in 

																																																																																																																																																																
and a half years; in 1944, the U.S. military re-invaded Guam, restoring U.S. control 
until the present day. 
149 The subtitles of each of Perez’s volumes are Chamorro words, with the following 
translations: “hacha” means “one,” “saina” can be translated as “elders, parents, or 
ancestors,” and “guma’” means “house” or “home.”  
150 Throughout his writing, Perez refers to his home island using the various names 
(and spellings) it has been attributed historically; these range from “Guam,” “guan,” 
“guana,” and “Guahån,” to “isles de los ladrones [islands of thieves]” and “omiya jima 
[great shrine island].”  Each of these different names/spellings prove “weighted with 
the history of colonialism” (Lai 21).  Today, many Chamorros (Perez included) prefer 
“Guahån” as the particular spelling (and pronunciation) that most closely resembles its 
indigenous origins.  According to Perez, in the endnotes of [guma’], “In 2010, the 
Guam Legislature passed a bill officially changing the name of ‘Guam’ to ‘Guåhan.’” 
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which only certain “natural” protections of the U.S. Constitution apply; 

“organized” because the 1950 Organic Act conferred U.S. citizenship and 

established local government.  An incorporated territory is an area under U.S. 

jurisdiction in which the entirety of the U.S. Constitution is applied.  

Incorporation is a permanent condition—an incorporated territory can’t be de-

incorporated. (8) 

In the distinctively playful manner that characterizes much of his writing, Perez 

critically engages with the specific terms of the Act, which, while conferring U.S. 

citizenship, did not extend the same “‘natural’ protections of the U.S. Constitution” to 

the people of Guam.  Indeed, as a result of the Organic Act, while residents of Guam 

are technically U.S. citizens, they are not permitted to vote in presidential elections 

and are represented by exactly one “non-voting” delegate in U.S. Congress; likewise, 

“federal-territory” policy remains largely determined in Washington, with little real 

input from the local population (Kirk and Natividad; Souder-Jaffery).  Even more 

significantly, in the preface to his book, Perez goes on to recall the origin and legal 

basis of unincorporation as a political category, highlighting the ways in which the 

concept’s historical development reflects the U.S.’s underlying intentions in 

establishing the special status.  According to Perez,  

The distinction between incorporated and unincorporated territories originates 

in a series of early twentieth-century Supreme Court cases known as the 

“Insular Cases” (1901-22).  These cases ruled on the legality of U.S. 
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imperialism after the 1898 Spanish-American War resulted in the acquisition 

of Guam, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.  

  
The Insular Cases ruled that the United States can hold a territory as a colonial 

possession without ever incorporating the territory into the United States or 

granting sovereignty to the territory, keeping the inhabitants in a state of 

political disenfranchisement. ([hacha] 9) 

As Perez illuminates, borne out of the specific context of U.S. empire-building amidst 

the turn of the century, the category of unincorporation was developed in direct 

correlation with the U.S.’s recent (and forcible) acquisitions of Guam and its other 

colonial territories.  Through creation of the paradoxical distinction of 

unincorporation, Perez suggests, the U.S. was essentially able to legitimize its 

possession of these “spoils” of war, while refusing to extend the same Constitutional 

rights and protections to the people they colonized, in effect, “keeping the inhabitants 

in a state of political disenfranchisement” (9).151  Not unlike the U.S.’s dealings with 

Native Americans, African Americans, Native Hawaiians, and other historically 

“colonized” populations, the vague distinction of unincorporation provided the U.S. a 

																																																								
151 In his critical essay, “Discontiguous States of America: The Paradox of 
Unincorporation in Craig Santos Perez’s Poetics of Chamorro Guam,” Paul Lai 
discusses how the category of unincorporation constitutes a fundamental “paradox” in 
terms of the U.S.’s dealings with Chamorros and other similarly “colonized” 
populations.  He writes, “The discontiguous quality of Native reservations and 
unincorporated territories suggests a discontiguous logic of unity, one in which leaps 
of logic are necessary to create a semblance of wholeness. . . . The gaps between these 
territories and the nation-state as a whole create a paradox of what composes the body 
of the United States—what is part of the nation-state and what is outside of it, or what 
is inside yet not a part” (Lai 3-4). 
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means of “including” Chamorros into the body-politic only insofar as it was necessary 

to serve its geopolitical ends, without having to fully “incorporate” them as equal 

citizens.  Perez’s critical remembering of the “Insular Cases” also highlights the ways 

in which U.S. law has functioned as a vital tool of U.S. imperialist (and racist) 

projects.  As Perez suggests, far from an institution upholding justice for all, the law 

has often supported, upheld, and actively created policies and legislation that have 

advanced U.S. imperialist ventures at the expense of indigenous peoples, by enacting 

the loss of indigenous lands, sovereignty, and rights through legal channels.  In this 

way, I wish to suggest, Perez’s from unincorporated territory works towards an 

alternative and counter-historiographical understanding of Guam and its present 

territorial status.  Not unlike Meļaļ’s revisionist history of the Compact of Free 

Association, Perez’s from unincorporated territory similarly functions to uncover the 

U.S.’s colonial motives concealed beneath powerful ideologies of U.S. “benevolence” 

and “liberation.” 

 If Perez’s from unincorporated territory seems less conventionally literary in 

focus than many poetry collections, that is because his work deliberately draws upon 

sources more in line with that of a historical or sociological work.  One of the central 

aspects of Perez’s poetry that sets it apart, and which distinguishes its formal 

innovation, is its interspersing of more conventional lyrical verse with fragments taken 

from a broad range of sources, including history, anthropology, journalism, and 

popular culture.  As a result, Perez’s poems resemble a “collage” of “found” materials 

gathered from multiple sources and periods of Guam’s history, blurring the boundaries 
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between literature and history.  For instance, in Perez’s “ginen organic acts,” a poem 

from his second volume, [saina], Perez quotes directly and at length from “Executive 

Order No. 10178,” issued by President Harry S. Truman shortly after the passage of 

the Organic Act:  

Executive Order No. 10178  Oct. 30, 1950, 15 F.R. 7313 

now, therefore by virtue of authority vested in me by said section 28 of the 

organic act of guam and as president of the united states it is ordered as 

follows 

 
1 following described real and personal property of united states in guam is 

hereby reserved to united states and placed under control and jurisdiction of 

secretary of navy provided secretary of navy shall transfer such portions of 

such property to department of army department of air force and coast guard 

as may be required for their respective purposes 

 
[a] all real property in guam situated within perimeter areas defined in 

following designated condemnation proceedings in superior court of guam 

being same property quitclaimed by naval government of guam to united states 

of america by deed dated 7/31/50 and filed for record with land registrar of 

guam on 8/4/50 [presentation no 22063] 

 

civil no facility area [acres] 

2-48 north field 4,566.757 
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5-48 mt. santa rosa-marbo water reservoir and supply lines 9.372 

6-48 mt. santa rosa-marbo water lines 5.990 

7-48 tumon maui well site 5.990 

2-49 naval ammunition depot 4,803.000  

3-49 primary transmission line 44.651 

4-49 mt. santa rosa-marbo water line easement 12.169 

5-49 apra harbor reservation 6,332.000 

2-50 acecorp tunnel 6.450 ([saina] 31) 152 

Perez makes the strategic decision not to cite the original document through which the 

Organic Act was signed into law, but rather, a lesser-known order that followed the 

Act’s passage.  However, in doing so, Perez draws our attention to the finer points of 

the Act and its aftermath, which enacted the transfer of large portions of Chamorro 

lands to the custody of the U.S. military.  As Perez writes in a later poem, “from 

sourcings,” “while the organic act provided many of the rights that chamorus fought 

for, it also ‘legalized’ military landholdings” ([saina] 43).  Perez then goes on to 

explain the deeply convoluted (as well as paradoxical) process through which this 

“legalization” took place:  

																																																								
152 Perez’s extended excerpt from President Truman’s executive order continues on for 
two more pages, and is largely composed of the factual listing of specific names and 
acreage of areas in Guam “reserved” by the U.S. military.  Significantly, the names of 
the sites listed reflect Guam’s colonial and military legacies, rather than the traditional 
Chamorro names and meanings these lands are also imbued with.  In this way, the 
overall effect of the excerpt is to emphasize the vast quantities of Chamorro lands lost 
to the U.S. military, while also revealing how such official documents further 
contribute to the cultural “alienation” of Chamorro lands.     
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 --according to section 28 [of the Organic Act], land used by the 

military for civil affairs was to be transferred to the new government of 

guam—on the day before the organic act was signed governor skinner signed a 

quitclaim deed transferring all condemned properties to the u.s. government—

on 10/31/50 president truman issued an executive order that returned all the 

property in the quitclaim deed to the armed forces—this left the air force and 

navy in direct control of about 49,000 acres [36 percent of guam]—  

([saina] 43)  

In essence, the Organic Act purportedly returned Chamorro lands to the government of 

Guam, only to have vast portions of Chamorro landholdings “condemned” and 

“quitclaimed,” and finally, re-placed under the control of the U.S. military by 

executive order.  In this way, I argue, Perez reads “against the grain” of these official 

documents, to guide us towards counter-hegemonic understandings of the Organic Act 

and its alternate meanings for Chamorros.  By redeploying and “re-incorporating” 

these documents in radical fashion, Perez illuminates how Chamorros were 

dispossessed of their ancestral lands through legal channels, which often functioned in 

complex and insidious ways. 

However, in addition to his “re-incorporation” of documents, Perez also 

manipulates them strategically, altering them as well as placing them in new contexts 

to produce new meanings.  Perez’s playful manipulation of documents and other 

cultural texts is another hallmark of his unique style, which is also intricately bound up 
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with his overall political and historical aesthetic.  Discussing his own “active” 

engagement with the texts he employs, Perez states,  

Almost always I will purposefully manipulate a text’s syntax, 
punctuation, and typography to defamiliarize it—a kind of ritual 
cleansing of a text before it enters the poetic tide.  Often, I will place 
these shifted texts in new contexts, giving the text new meanings and 
resonances.  Sometimes, texts will be disbursed across an entire 
thematic trajectory, putting the text in conversation with personal, 
familial, or cultural memory.  So I think my use of documents—of the 
inter-, pre-, and post-textual—as active in a variety of ways. 
(“Interview by Andrew Wessels”) 

 
Perez uses such varied and experimental techniques as placing text in lower case and 

bolding specific words or parts of words, to strategically employing punctuation such 

as brackets, tildes, and blank spaces, and even striking through sections of text to 

produce an effect resembling that of “erasure.”  According to Perez, these techniques 

function to “defamiliarize” the documents he uses, “ritually cleansing” them of their 

prior meanings and resonances before they enter his own “poetic tide.”  As I wish to 

further suggest, through these techniques of “defamiliarization,” Perez is able to 

reclaim and reappropriate even the most “colonial” of documents, redeploying them in 

such a way that lays bare the legalized theft and other injustices perpetrated against 

Guam’s indigenous peoples.  In this way, I argue, Perez’s reappropriation of 

documents may be seen as part of a broader political movement and struggle involved 

in the production of counter-hegemonic meanings of history that seeks to recover 

indigenous perspectives, an argument to which I will soon return.   

Perhaps even more importantly, throughout from unincorporated territory, 

Perez can often be found juxtaposing “official” documents with other types of 
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historical accounts such as that of “personal, familial, or cultural memory.”  Perez 

frequently cuts back and forth between these contrasting modes, placing “official” 

documents side-by-side and in direct conversation with memories of his own personal 

and family history and experiences of colonialism.  Just as one can expect to encounter 

documentary fragments seemingly atypical to the poetic form, one can also expect to 

find more intimate pieces of Perez’s life and personal history that would seem 

unsuitable to an “official” work of history.  In this way, Perez’s poetry troubles the 

boundaries between history and personal narrative, pointing the way towards a new, 

hybrid genre, existing somewhere in between.  However, while personal and cultural 

memories, narrated by the “colonized,” are frequently perceived as less authoritative 

than other, more traditional historical forms, Perez asserts that these types of historical 

accounts have an “equivalent importance to official historical and political discourses” 

(“Page Transformed”).  Discussing the role of personal and family history in [hacha], 

Perez states, 

The stories of my family in the book are meant to cut across the 
abstractions of all maps of Guam.  The historical information and facts 
are other kinds of maps—a way of mapping the story of a people and 
place.  I place this kind of historical mapping within the stories of my 
family (my grandparents in particular) because so many voices are 
made invisible by certain kinds of historical mapping.  My 
grandfather’s voice, his experience growing up with U.S. colonialism 
and as a forced laborer during Japanese Occupation, is a central map in 
the personal history of my people. (“Interview by H. L. Hix”) 
 

Perez’s statements hone in on the ways that “certain kinds of historical mapping” 

ignore and make “invisible” the voices and personal histories of indigenous peoples.  

These types of historiographies—which by and large constitute the norm among 
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conventional histories of Guam and the Pacific—typically rely on historical 

information derived from official documents and other verifiable “facts” as their 

primary sources of evidence.  Largely a product of western approaches to 

historiography, which take as their basis the assumption that historians should strive 

towards “objectivity” in their reliance on “documentable” fact, these dominant 

histories belie another kind of bias in their exclusion of more personal accounts: they 

threaten to silence the memories, stories, and histories of Chamorros and other 

colonized peoples, which, for Perez, constitute another kind of vital “historical 

mapping.”  Hence, by including his grandparents’ stories and experiences of 

colonialism alongside more conventional historical information, I argue, Perez works 

to affirm indigenous Chamorro memories and experiences as equally valid forms of 

historiography, while pointing the way towards alternative and central remappings of 

Guam’s history. 

 Perez’s poetry aligns with the work of other contemporary Chamorro and 

Pacific Island scholars, whose recent and ground-breaking scholarship has contributed 

to the production of revisionist historiographies of Guam (and of other Pacific 

Islands).  Though emerging out of different fields than Perez, contemporary Chamorro 

and Pacific Island scholars such as Keith Camacho, Anne Perez Hattori, and Vince 

Diaz, among others, have undertaken related projects that seek to recover indigenous 

voices and perspectives of Guam.  In their respective works, these scholars have 

responded to the ways in which dominant histories of Guam (and of the Mariana 
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Islands)153 have been complicit with projects of colonialism, in their privileging of the 

“colonizers’ perspectives.”  More crucially still, they have drawn our attention to the 

ways in which this complicity is connected to the colonial and colonizing methods of 

historiography informing these histories.  For instance, in his important work, Cultures 

of Commemoration, Keith Camacho discusses how conventional histories of World 

War II, often considered the preserve of military historians, “rarely mention the role of 

Pacific Islanders” (7).  According to Camacho, histories of WWII have tended to focus 

on the clash of American and Japanese empires in the Pacific, while marginalizing 

Chamorro and Pacific Islanders’ crucial contributions to this history, “as coast-

watchers, community leaders, couriers, laborers, mediators, soldiers, and translators” 

(8).  Camacho goes on to interrogate traditional methods of historiography, which 

posit history and memory as “antithetical” to one another, while considering only 

“documentable recollection” as a legitimate means of determining historical truth (9).  

He writes, “For a traditionally trained historian, memory endangers the historian’s 

fact-finding mission to interpret and to portray the past objectively.  Emotional and 

personal feelings taint the historian’s narrative, and distort the objective interpretation 

of the past” (Camacho 10).  But, such methods elide the perspectives of indigenous 

																																																								
153 An interesting example of the privileging of colonial versions of history is the way 
in which Guam and the Marianas are often treated as separate entities within most 
historical narratives.  While today, the U.S. Unincorporated Territory of Guam and 
U.S. Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI) are separated by their 
differing political statuses with the U.S., as Keith Camacho reminds us, prior to 
western contact, the Marianas comprised a vibrant archipelago of indigenous 
Chamorro peoples, who had engaged in “cross-cultural and intracultural relations” 
with each other (3).  The division of Guam from the rest of the Marianas, then, is not 
at all “natural,” but rather, a historical separation created by colonialism. 
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peoples, whose own experiences and memories of history are rarely to be found in 

official records.  Hence, Camacho turns to “memory studies,” among other 

progressive developments within the field of history, which he sees as offering more 

fruitful methods to redress the imbalances in historical representation.  Camacho also 

looks to alternative sources of historical knowledge, including “storytelling, legends, 

songs, art, and chants” as “principal mediums for conveying indigenous experiences 

and memories of the war” (14).  Through these alternative sources and methodologies, 

Camacho suggests, a fuller understanding of Guam’s history may be achieved, which 

considers the interaction and mutually constitutive roles of both Guam’s indigenous 

peoples, as well as its colonizers, in the construction and transformation of history. 

 In a similar way, I wish to argue here, we may see Perez’s from 

unincorporated territory as presenting a revisionist historiography of Guam that 

contributes to the radical recovery of indigenous Chamorro experiences and 

perspectives.  If official and dominant accounts of history so often fail to adequately 

reflect Chamorro and other indigenous perspectives, then new forms of historiography 

are needed to better and more fully represent these experiences of colonialism.  Due to 

the need to fundamentally transform and “de-colonize” our historical approaches, 

these new kinds of histories may look drastically different than the ones we are 

accustomed to reading.  Furthermore, as several Pacific Island scholars have already 

suggested, these new anti-colonial histories may assume increasingly creative, poetic, 
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and “imaginative” forms.154  Above all, through his radical blending of genres, texts, 

and historical accounts, I argue, Perez’s from unincorporated territory embodies such 

a new and anti-colonial historical form, one that is more reflective of Chamorro 

perspectives and experiences of colonialism, as well as of their vibrant histories of 

resistance to colonial intrusion.  In the next section, I will attempt to describe this 

emergent form of writing exemplified in Perez’s from unincorporated territory, to 

define what I will refer to as Perez’s “Chamorro historical aesthetic.”  Tracing the 

variety of influences and elements that Perez has synthesized to produce his radical 

aesthetic, I begin by foregrounding the modernist tradition—with its own 

preoccupations with history and formal innovation—as a central and formative 

influence on Perez’s work. 

 

Towards a “Chamorro Historical Aesthetic” 

 

“An epic is a poem containing history.”  --Ezra Pound (1933) 

 

 In 1917, Ezra Pound began publication of his massive, multi-volume project, 

The Cantos, a work that has become nearly synonymous with the beginnings of a 

distinctly modernist poetic tradition.  In many ways, The Cantos marked a radical 

																																																								
154 See David Hanlon’s essay, “Beyond ‘the English Method of Tattooing’: 
Decentering the Practice of History in Oceania,” on how many Pacific Island scholars 
have recently looked to poetry and other literary forms to express indigenous and local 
historiographies.  Also, see Keith Camacho’s Cultures of Commemoration and Anne 
Perez Hattori’s Colonial Dis-Ease, in which each scholar begins their respective 
historical study with discussions of works of Pacific Island literature. 
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break from the poetic forms that had held sway in the past.  Whereas American poetry 

had been dominated by shorter forms composed of traditional lyric verse, in The 

Cantos, Pound demonstrated a return to extended and “epic” forms, ushering in a new 

genre that some would term the “long poem.”  The Cantos would certainly prove to be 

a “long” poem in every sense of the word.  Not only would it total more than twenty-

thousand lines and over a hundred cantos by the time its last installment was released, 

but Pound would compose the work over five decades, between 1915 and 1969.  More 

important than its length, however, what set Pound’s “long poem” apart was its radical 

formal experimentation, which troubled the very bounds and conventions of poetic 

composition.  Like many of his modernist contemporaries, Pound sought an overall 

innovation of aesthetic forms that would better reflect the “content” of the modern 

historical moment.  Just as other artistic forms, such as painting, music, and literature, 

were registering the trauma of war and fragmentation of modern life that was taking 

place, so too did Pound seek a similar transformation within the realm of poetry.   

Central to Pound’s formal innovations were questions of history and historical 

representation.  In the aftermath of the first World War, poetry had been largely 

eclipsed by the novel: in contrast to what many perceived as the limitations of poetry’s 

shorter form, the novel was seen as offering writers the scope and breadth necessary to 

more fully capture the upheavals of the historical period.155  According to scholar 

																																																								
155 In his critical study, The Theory of the Novel, published in 1920, Georg Lukács 
declared the novel to be the dominant form of “epic” literature for the modern period.  
According to Lukács, “The epic and the novel, these two major forms of great epic 
literature differ from one another not by their author’s fundamental intentions but by 
the given historico-philosophical realities with which the authors were confronted.  
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Lynn Keller, seeking to “reclaim for poetry the range and significance it had ceded to 

the novel,” the modernist poets were therefore led to invent “extended forms, usually 

with some qualities of traditional epic in mind” (Keller 534).156  As one of the most 

influential American poets, whose innovations often set the stage for major formal 

transformations to come, Pound led this elongation of poetic form.  In his now famous 

definition of epic, Pound asserted that a poem should, in fact, “contain” history.  

Viewing the Romantic lyric as too restrictive and “tightly controlled,” Pound and his 

contemporaries turned to “open” and “collage” forms of composition, distinguished by 

their broad inclusion of historical and other cultural material.  In these “long poems,” 

of which The Cantos continues to be one of the best examples, fragments of historical 

detail hailing from a myriad of sources and disciplines were carefully gathered and 

arranged, conveying their message not through explanation but through juxtaposition 

alone.  In this way, Keller writes, “Long poems enabled the Modernists to reach 

beyond the inward perspective of the postromantic lyric to include sociological, 

anthropological, and, with particular frequency, historical material” (534). 

As I will demonstrate in this section, these formal innovations—closely 

associated with a history of modernist experimentation—have had a major impact on 

Perez’s experimental poetry, crucially shaping from unincorporated territory in form 

																																																																																																																																																																
The novel is the epic of an age in which the extensive totality of life is no longer 
directly given, in which the immanence of meaning in life has become the problem, 
yet which still thinks in terms of totality” (qtd. in Bernstein 3). 
156 For an excellent overview of the modernist long poem, its pioneers, and the 
important influence this tradition continues to have on contemporary poetry, see 
Keller’s “The Twentieth-Century Long Poem” in Parini and Miller’s The Columbia 
History of American Poetry (1993). 
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and content.  Perez, himself, has frequently acknowledged modernist poetry as an 

important and formative influence, stating, 

from unincorporated territory formed through my study of modernism, 
the long poem, and theories of the Book; for example, Pound’s Cantos, 
Williams’ Paterson, H.D.’s Trilogy, Zukofsky’s “A,” and Olson’s 
Maximus.  I loved how these writers were exploring a theme/subject 
over a long period of time and through many different forms.  I hoped 
to attain this same kind of breadth and depth of vision and voice in my 
own work. (“Prism”) 
 

In his citation of Pound, William Carlos Williams, H.D. and others, all of whom have 

become well known for their production of ambitious, “collage” poems throughout the 

twentieth century, Perez situates himself squarely within the tradition of modernist 

long poetry.  Significantly, what drew Perez to the long form were many of the same 

concerns expressed by the modernists: like Pound and those of his generation, Perez 

looked to extended forms to explore his thematic concerns “over a long period of 

time,” and in hopes of attaining a “breadth and depth of vision.”   

Perez’s from unincorporated territory reflects a preoccupation with “broad” 

and “extended” forms, both in terms of the text’s overall structure, as well as through 

many of its most distinctive formal characteristics.  On a most basic level, like many 

of the famous long poems, from unincorporated territory is a multi-volume work, 

whose separate volumes comprise part of a larger “whole.”  While Perez’s extended 

work presently consists of three books, each published with different subtitles and in 

different years ([hacha] 2008, [saina] 2010, [guma’] 2014), for Perez, they are all 

part of the same piece.  Discussing his initial conceptualization of the collection, and 

the relationship between the different volumes, Perez states, “I began to imagine each 
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book from my own project as a book-length excerpt of a larger project” (“Page 

Transformed”).  Aside from the shared title, another way in which Perez creates a 

sense of continuity and interconnectivity between volumes is through his use of 

“threaded,” or “trans-book” poems.  In these types of poems—a technique which 

Perez significantly borrows from subsequent generations of modernist poets—Perez 

“threads” poems throughout his various books, so that excerpts of individual poems 

appear and continue across multiple volumes.157  Even as these poems “stitch” and 

link his individual books together, Perez’s threaded poems also provide him a means 

of revisiting and, in some cases, changing poems he has written in the past.  

Describing this temporally dynamic process of writing, where individual poems unfurl 

and alter slowly, over long stretches of space and time, Perez states, 

One of the joys of this form is that you don’t have to say everything all 
at once.  I can reveal new details about stories I’ve told in past books, I 
can tell a story in a completely different form in subsequent books, I 
can reference my past stories in new poems (creating an interesting web 
of signification).  I think this may also reward the reader because they 
can also make connections over time and become emotionally involved 
with the characters, the landscapes, the history, and the culture. 
(“Prism”) 
 

The expansive, potentially “epic” scope of from unincorporated territory is further 

underscored by Perez’s envisioning of the collection as still “incomplete,” and 

																																																								
157 For instance, see the “trans-book” poetry of Robert Duncan (“Passages”) and 
Nathaniel Mackey (“Songs of the Andoumboulou”), both of which Perez cites as 
influences.  A poet often associated with the literary “ferment” in San Francisco 
during the mid-1950s, Robert Duncan was himself greatly influenced by the modernist 
tradition, following in the footsteps of writers like William Carlos Williams and 
Pound (Davidson 170).  Contemporary African American poet, Nathaniel Mackey, 
who has named W. C. Williams as a formative influence, represents an even more 
recent generation of modernists still composing poetry into the 21st century.   
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ultimately “ongoing.”  That is to say, for Perez, his multi-volume book is a “work in 

progress,” that has not yet reached its finished form with its third volume, but will 

continue on into the future, “always eluding the closure of completion” (“Prism”).  

This marks yet another way in which Perez’s work follows in the footsteps of the 

modernists, many of whom envisioned their “open-form” poetry as perpetually “in-

process.”  Just as Pound added to his Cantos over many decades, continually working 

and reworking it, Perez conceives of his collection as a very long-term project, one 

that extends possibly into perpetuity.  This is evident, as he states, “I will continue this 

project as long as Guahan, my homeland, continues to be a colony of the United 

States—as long as I continue to be ‘from unincorporated territory.’  Sadly, I may 

continue this project for as long as I live” (Perez, “Interview by Andrew Wessels). 

 In highlighting these particular formal attributes of Perez’s work, what I want 

to suggest is that from unincorporated territory’s overall form—far from incidental—

is connected to the specific historical content that Perez is attempting to represent, out 

of which both Perez and his text have emerged.  Like the modernists, whose formal 

innovations took shape in response to the modern historical moment, I argue that 

Perez’s experimental techniques, too, are a product of his own contemporary historical 

moment of (neo)colonial Guam.  In this section, I explore the multiple and complex 

influences a tradition of modernist experimentation has had on Perez’s work, in order 

to illuminate the important relationships between form and content in from 

unincorporated territory.  I am interested in the ways in which Perez’s 

experimentation with long poetry is closely connected to his efforts to advance a 
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revisionist and anti-colonial history of Guam.  Through his use of various long form 

techniques, I argue, Perez’s work facilitates a deeper understanding of Guam’s 

colonial and neocolonial legacies, and especially, of the continuities existing across 

Guam’s history of colonialism.  Moreover, Perez’s experimentation with modernist 

“collage” techniques—methods which deliberately include historical, anthropological, 

and other kinds of cultural documents as part of its form—further contributes to the 

reconstruction of a radical and collective Chamorro history “from below.” 

 

Unity in Fragmentation: Piecing Together Perez’s “Epic” and “Relational” 

Historiography 

 

When they were filled, he said unto his disciples, Gather up the fragments that 

remain, that nothing be lost.  Therefore they gathered them together, and filled 

twelve baskets with the fragments.   

--John 6: 12-13 (qtd. in Perez, [hacha] 7) 

 

Perhaps ironically, one of the most distinctive formal qualities of Perez’s from 

unincorporated territory that sets it apart from many other contemporary works of 

poetry is its fragmentary nature.  In a manner that would seem to run counter to its 

extended dimensions, Perez’s “long poetry” is also extremely disjunctive in form, a 

quality arising out of Perez’s “collage” methods of composition, through which he 

generates verse by gathering and arranging a multiplicity of fragments from various 
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sources.  The centrality of fragments to Perez’s work can hardly be disputed, 

constituting a vital and deliberate formal element that Perez, himself, has commented 

on, both within and without the bounds of his poetry.  In one of the opening epigraphs 

to his second volume, [hacha], Perez takes a scripture from the Gospel of John cited 

above—a passage in which “fragments” are directly mentioned—and employs it as an 

allegory for the broader structure of his work.158  In the scripture, a reference to the 

“Miracle of the Loaves and Fishes,” after Jesus miraculously divides a few pieces of 

bread and fish to produce enough to feed an enormous crowd, he sends his disciples to 

“Gather up the fragments that remain.”  What remains is not just a few pieces, but 

enough to fill “twelve baskets with the fragments.”  In its foregrounding of the 

miraculous abundance produced from a few “scraps”—so much, in fact, that there are 

ample “leftovers” remaining—the scripture highlights the value of these “fragments,” 

which Jesus not only used to produce the surplus, but which he finally directs his 

disciples to “gather” together.  Viewed in this way, “fragments” are not worthless 

remnants, but precious and full of generative potential: they must never be “lost,” but 

are to be carefully gathered and collected.   

																																																								
158 It is interesting that Perez chooses a biblical scripture to illustrate the structural 
significance of “fragments” towards his work, given the specific history of 
Catholicism in Guam, and its role in the cultural colonization of Chamorros.  The 
history of the Catholic Church and the conversion of Chamorros in Guam is a 
particularly violent and coercive one, reaching back to the late 17th century.  For this 
early history, see Hezel’s From Conquest to Colonization: Spain in the Mariana 
Islands, 1690 to 1740.  Today, Catholicism continues to exercise a powerful influence 
on Chamorro peoples and culture.  While Perez’s citation of scripture in his otherwise 
anti-colonial project might seem somewhat ironic in this sense, it might also be seen as 
an example of how Chamorros have embraced a previously oppressive religious 
heritage, reclaiming it for liberatory purposes. 
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In an interview, Perez offers his own explication of the scripture, providing us 

with further insight into his understanding of fragments, and their relationship to his 

work, as he states, 

If you are from the “fourth world” (the world of colonies), this miracle 
happens almost every day as Pacific Islanders manage to feed whole 
families with one can of SPAM or one can of corned beef and some 
rice.  And there’s somehow always leftovers, despite our Oceanic 
appetites.  So from unincorporated territory is going to be 12 baskets 
filled with the fragments of my people’s culture, history, language, 
knowledge, and stories.  And by 12 baskets, I mean for “1,000 years,” 
and by that I mean that I will continue writing this project until Guahan 
is an independent nation liberated from the tyranny of U.S. colonialism.  
Unfortunately, that may be my whole life. (“Prism”) 
 

Here, Jesus’s “fragments” take on new meaning, as Perez re-situates them within the 

specific historical context of (neo)colonial Guam.  For Perez, the supposed miracle of 

multiplying a few fragments of food into an abundance is actually not so miraculous 

for Pacific Islanders, as it constitutes the reality of their daily lives under colonial 

conditions: in this respect, the scripture from John becomes an allegory for the ways in 

which indigenous peoples adapt and “make something from nothing” on a regular 

basis.  However, even more significant than this allegorical reading, is the way in 

which Perez envisions from unincorporated territory as “12 baskets filled with the 

fragments of my people’s culture, history, language, knowledge and stories.”  In doing 

so, Perez recasts the concept of fragments not only in relationship to his larger writing 

project—as the fundamental “building blocks” that comprise it—but also in terms of 

his understanding of history and, particularly, in terms of his conception of an anti-

colonial Chamorro historiography.  When Perez speaks of the “fragments of my 

people’s culture,” what is implied is the notion that Chamorro historical perspectives 
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and forms of knowledge are largely to be found in “fragmentary” forms (as opposed to 

more sustained and narrative modes).  This is perhaps due to the fact that 

contemporary conditions of neocolonialism have resulted in an overall 

“fragmentation” of indigenous culture, history, and knowledge; as I wish to further 

suggest, such fragmentary forms of thought, which many have deemed characteristic 

of a larger “postmodern” or “post-colonial” condition, function to obscure broader 

continuities occurring across history.  Perez has alluded elsewhere to this connection 

between his collection’s fractured form, on the one hand, and the “violence” of 

colonialism, on the other, stating, “I am playing with the idea that poetry can have 

both ‘narrative absorption’ and ‘narrative fragmentation.’  Many experimental poets 

reject absorption for various reasons; I like absorption because it demands an 

emotional and personal commitment.  However, I also think fragmentation is 

important to fully embody certain elements of a given story—especially when that 

story involves violent, colonial disruptions” (“Prism”).  By drawing a connection 

between his work’s disjunctive form and the “violent, colonial disruptions” of the 

surrounding historical context, Perez points to an important relationship between form 

and content: for Perez, the form his writing takes is intimately bound up with and a 

product of the historical content out of which it emerges.  But even as Perez registers 

the fragmentation of colonial conditions of violence, at the same time, Perez asserts 

that equally important to his writing is a formal quality which he describes as 

“narrative absorption.”  For Perez, “narrative absorption” seems to consist of 

something akin to a more sustained and conventionally “unified” narrative, opposed to 
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“narrative fragmentation.”  To put it another way, through the quality of “narrative 

absorption,” Perez seeks to achieve a simultaneous “unity” or “totality” in his work, 

through which one can attain a sense of the “bigger picture” or “larger whole”; this 

sense might also be compared to Fredric Jameson’s “dialectical” and “totalizing” 

approach to history.159  In this way, I wish to suggest, Perez’s work possesses an 

inherent tension within itself, balancing between “fragmentation,” on the one hand, 

and “unity,” on the other.  While depicting the fractured quality of neocolonial 

existence, Perez’s text simultaneously strives towards a kind of narrative “solution” to 

this fragmentation, through a form that proves both “fragmentary” and “totalizing” at 

the same time. 

 Not coincidentally, many of the modernist long poets of the early twentieth 

century explored a similar tension between fragmentation and unity in their works; 

this tension was intimately tied to the specificities of the modern historical moment.  

In T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), for instance, which is arguably the earliest long 

poem, one of Eliot’s most important contributions was his pursuit of a structure 

resembling something like “unity in fragmentation.”  According to Lynn Keller, even 

as The Waste Land took the form of a “collage” composed of short fragments 

“juxtaposed without connective material,” it also contained “recurring motifs and 

mythological patterns that point to the possibility of ordered continuity” (537).  She 

																																																								
159 Throughout his body of work, literary scholar and philosopher Fredric Jameson 
elucidates such a “dialectical” and “totalizing” methodology, one that his own work 
and writing embodies, as well.  See the final chapter, “Towards Dialectical Criticism,” 
from Marxism and Form, as well as the first chapter, “On Interpretation: Literature As 
A Socially Symbolic Act,” from The Political Unconscious, for a more detailed and 
complex understanding of Jameson’s dialectical method. 
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continues, “Thus, its structure demonstrates a tension, discernable in varying degrees 

in most Modernist long poems, between a belief in fragmentation and chaos and a 

desire for order” (537).  More crucially still, Keller goes on to relate The Waste Land’s 

form and content to a larger disintegration of societal and historical perspectives that 

took place during this period.  She writes, 

Just as the form of The Waste Land seems to struggle for unity against 
great odds, its content comprises an attempt to discover coherence 
beneath the apparent meaninglessness of modern life. . . . The poem’s 
collage construction is in part mimetic: as a “heap of broken images” 
confronted by speakers who can “connect / nothing with nothing,” the 
poem mirrors the desiccated ruin that Eliot sees as the condition of 
postwar Anglo-European civilization. (Keller 537-538)160  
  

Here, Keller implies that The Waste Land’s (as well as other long poems’) structures 

of “unified fragmentation” reflect the content of history, representing an attempt—at 

the level of poetic form—to make sense of and “discover coherence” within a 

fragmentary and meaningless context.161  Though Keller is speaking of the modernist 

																																																								
160 In Modernist Poetics of History: Pound, Eliot, and the Sense of the Past, James 
Longenbach articulates an interpretation of Eliot’s dialectic of unity/fragmentation that 
resonates strongly with Keller’s: “From the very moment of its publication The Waste 
Land has also been read as a poem of failure, a poem of fragments that articulates a 
painful nostalgia for a wholeness that is no longer possible. . . . The emphasis upon 
fragmentation is made possible by Eliot’s belief that truth is wholeness; the very idea 
of a fragment implies the idea of a unified whole of which it is a part” (Longenbach 
201). 
161 Scholars of modernism have pointed to an overall “fragmentation” in aesthetic 
form that occurred beginning around the early twentieth century.  In particular, the 
First World War (and the subsequent trauma and moral crises left in its wake) is seen 
as a critical historical juncture, which led to radical experimentation and innovations 
in nearly every aesthetic medium, from poetry and literature to music and painting.  
According to The Oxford Companion to Twentieth-Century Literature in English, just 
a few of the formal innovations registering the upheavals of the period included stream 
of consciousness, collage and montage techniques, narrative discontinuities, and 
shifting authorial perspectives, as well as “more extended poetic engagements” that 
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period, her conceptualization of the relationship between form and content may prove 

useful towards our understanding of Perez’s work, as well.  What I’d like to suggest is 

that Keller’s formulations may offer some insight as to why a 21st century Chamorro 

poet might now be drawn to aesthetic structures emerging out of the early twentieth 

century.162  That is to say, if form and content indeed bear a dialectical relationship, 

then why might Perez be employing modernist techniques at this particular historical 

juncture (and within the particular context of neocolonial Guam)?  What about this 

specific historical moment would make a modernist aesthetic relevant once again, and 

how might these structures be providing possible solutions to similar historical (and 

political) problems?  Finally, within the fractured neocolonial context of twenty-first 

century Guam, might we see the long poem, with its ability to represent both “totality” 

and “fragmentation,” as a possible solution to the problem of postmodern ahistoricity, 

enabling one to better apprehend both historical differences and continuities?  In the 

pages that follow, I hope to tease out some possible answers to these questions, 

through a closer examination of the types of formal questions and historical problems 

underpinning the modernists’ early experimentations with the long poem.  As I hope 

to demonstrate, while the historical necessities of the modernist period would seem 

																																																																																																																																																																
interwove “personal experience, history, and contemporary conditions” 
(“Modernism”). 
162 It would perhaps seem a bit strange to some that a contemporary Chamorro writer, 
especially one as grounded in 21st century history and culture as Perez, would look to 
older, modernist (not to mention “Anglo-European”) structures as a model for his 
work.  Why not employ postmodernist structures?  Or, conversely, why not look back 
to pre-modern “mythical” structures more firmly rooted in Chamorro culture (e.g. 
Barclay and other Pacific writers’ use of the trickster and other mythical forms of 
writing)? 
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somewhat far-removed from those of 21st century Guam, many of the issues and 

questions that Eliot and others grappled with in fact resonate strongly with those 

addressed by Perez in his work. 

 

 A contemporary and close collaborator of Eliot’s, Ezra Pound, too, 

demonstrated an acute interest in fragments, and the particular role a fragmentary 

poetics might play in the reconstruction of a broader historical consciousness.163  

Significantly, Pound opens his Canto 8 with the line, “These fragments you have 

shelved (shored),” a direct allusion and nod to one of Eliot’s concluding lines in The 

Waste Land, “These fragments I have shored against my ruin.”164  Likewise, both Eliot 

and Pound wrote and published prolifically on the topic of a new historical form that 

was emerging in poetry, a form arising out of their surrounding conditions.165  But 

whereas many of Eliot’s ideas would remain submerged within his poetic form, for 

Pound, now well-known for his didacticism and tactics of provocation, fragmentary 

and collage techniques would hold a central and self-conscious place in his overall 

poetic and historical philosophies.  Pound would also continue to develop and refine 

																																																								
163 In fact, Pound had been Eliot’s chief editor of The Waste Land, helping Eliot to 
revise and shape it into its current form, as well as assisting in the poem’s publication.  
Acknowledging Pound’s vital collaborative role in the making of The Waste Land, 
Eliot famously included the dedication, “For Ezra Pound / il miglior fabbro,” the 
Italian phrase for “the better craftsman” (qtd. in Bornstein 34).  
164 In addition to their resemblance to each other, these lines also resonate strongly 
with Perez’s biblical epigraph to [hacha], “Gather up the fragments that remain, that 
nothing be lost.”  In this way, Perez might be seen as acknowledging the influence of 
both Eliot and Pound upon his own work and conception of a fragmentary poetics.    
165 For instance, in “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919), Eliot wrote of the 
“historical sense” as “indispensable to anyone who would continue to be a poet 
beyond his twenty-fifth year” (qtd. in Longenbach 3).  
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his ideas about the potential of the modernist long poem in preserving a larger 

“historical sense” over the course of his lifetime.166  

 Interestingly, the seeds of Pound’s “fragmentary poetics” can be found early 

on in his career, first through his participation in Imagism, an avant-garde literary 

movement of the early 1910s, and later in his development of the “Chinese 

ideogrammic” method that would be crucial in the crafting of The Cantos.  Pound, 

who along with fellow expatriate poets, H. D. and Richard Aldington, founded 

Imagism, had conceived of the movement as a reaction against the earlier Romantic 

and Symbolist principles that had dominated poetry in the past.  For Pound and his 

collaborators, the Romantic lyric was too “flowery” and “overwrought,” while 

Symbolism had created an unnecessary distancing of poetry from the concreteness of 

reality.  In place of these outworn forms, the Imagists called for a poetics that would 

better represent the “objectivity” of reality—what they would refer to as the “direct 

treatment of the thing”—through an extreme tightening and concentration of poetry in 

the form of the “image.”  According to scholar Christopher Beach, “Most Imagist 

poems were short, offering the virtue of concision (and, it was hoped, precision) 

instead of the verbosity that had often been a substitute for careful writing in the work 

of the Victorian and Georgian poets.  The attention to the ‘image’ would help the poet 

focus his language; rather than presenting a generalized poetic sentiment, the poet 

																																																								
166 While Pound’s later turn to fascism, as well as his promulgation of anti-semitic 
views during the thirties and forties, have led many scholars to dismiss much of his 
work, I believe that it is possible to recover certain facets and innovations of Pound’s 
body of work, as Perez has, while at the same time remaining critical of Pound’s 
political views.  That said, Pound’s political trajectory may also serve as a warning, 
that there is no such thing as a poetics that is inherently progressive.   
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could create ‘an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time’” (26).  One 

of the primary tenets of Imagism was the use of as few words as possible; through its 

sparing and exacting language, the Imagists strived to convey an “image,” which 

Pound himself had described as “an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant 

of time.”  In contrast to the lengthy and “overwrought” verse of the past, what resulted 

from the Imagists’ experimentation was a palimpsest-like form, resembling a tight 

“layering” of images, one atop the other.167  In his most famous Imagist poem, “In a 

Station of the Metro,” for instance, Pound reduced his poem to a mere two lines: “The 

apparition of these faces in the crowd; / Petals on a wet, black bough.”  While 

commentators have pointed to the poem’s “Haiku-like” simplicity,168 perhaps the more 

formally challenging aspect of Pound’s “imagist” poetry was its juxtaposition of 

disparate images.  Placed side-by-side and with no “connective material” relating 

them, the images were simply presented, leaving the reader to perceive the 

relationship between them.169  In “Ezra Pound’s Imagist Aesthetics,” J. T. Barbarese 

																																																								
167 In from unincorporated territory: [hacha], Perez writes, “‘these tidal’ 
palimpsests,” which is perhaps an allusion to the “palimpsestic” verse of the modernist 
poets (24).  However, through the “tidal” quality of his “palimpsests,” Perez also 
seems to be reclaiming this poetic style within his own uniquely Pacific Island and 
Chamorro traditions. 
168 Discussing Pound’s “In a Station of the Metro,” George Bornstein writes, “Its 
Haiku-like terseness, meter, and subject exemplified the Imagist principles he was 
promulgating” (31). 
169 J. T. Barbarese argues that it is precisely the lack of “connective tissue” in many 
works of modernist poetry that makes its reading and comprehension so notoriously 
difficult: “This break produces a second result and one that appears so often to be the 
cause of the difficulty encountered in reading all modern poetry: discursive material, 
the connective tissue of narrative, gets absorbed, overt links between or among 
perceptions are suppressed, historical gestures are compressed into allusions, 
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discusses the underpinnings of this new approach to poetry, which he describes as 

“essentially an elliptical approach to poetic design, substituting juxtapositional for 

connected meanings. . . . To exercise the Imagist habit is to see two things outside the 

hierarchy of normal perception” (300).  What Barbarese describes as an “elliptical 

approach” might also be compared to a “relational” methodology.  By connecting and 

bringing together “two things outside the hierarchy of normal perception,” I argue, 

Pound and the Imagists began to formulate a relational poetics that, in turn, facilitated 

an increasingly interconnected perspective of history and of the world around them. 

 While Pound’s interest in Imagism would soon shift to Vorticism, another 

avant-garde movement, his belief in a relational poetics would persist, culminating in 

his development of a philosophy that Pound would call the “ideogrammic method.”  

Interestingly, Pound’s formulation of this method had arisen out of his study of 

Chinese poetry, an interest he had come upon through the American scholar Ernest 

Fenellosa.170  From Fenellosa, Pound borrowed the notion of the “Chinese ideogram,” 

the term Fenellosa used to describe the “simple, original pictures” embodied in 

Chinese characters (Beach 29).  In the figure of the Chinese character, itself composed 

of the combination of several “images” or pictorial figures representing the “thing 

itself,” Pound found the perfect embodiment and philosophical basis for his own 

relational poetics.  According to Beach, “The importance of the ideogram, in the 

																																																																																																																																																																
precedent contexts are buried in titles, blank spaces (which are after all part of a text’s 
physical design) or footnotes—viz., The Waste Land” (Barbarese 306). 
170 An American scholar whose manuscripts Pound had discovered, Fenellosa had 
lived in Japan and worked on the translation of Chinese and Japanese poetry (Beach 
27). 
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theory expressed by Fenellosa and accepted by Pound, was that since the Chinese 

characters were at their root composed of actual pictures they were by nature more 

concrete, expressive, and poetic than alphabetic writing.  So, for example, in reading 

the character for ‘sunset,’ the Chinese reader would actually see the descending sun in 

the tree’s branches” (29).  Pound viewed the Chinese ideogram as a kind of ideal 

“carrying out” of his own poetic philosophy, which sought to make poetry as “direct,” 

“concrete,” and close as possible to the “thing itself.”171  In its natural arrangement 

and juxtaposition of different images within a single form, the Chinese ideogram 

would become the “structural basis for Pound’s composition of longer poetic works” 

(Beach 29). 

 However, even as the ideogrammic method pointed the way towards a new 

poetic form for Pound and others, perhaps more importantly, it suggested a new way 

of approaching and conceptualizing history.  If the Chinese ideogram presented a 

“structural basis” for Pound’s new poetry, as I will argue here, Pound was equally 

drawn to the way in which it embodied a “relational” approach towards history and the 

construction of a broader historical consciousness.  Indeed, questions of historical 

representation weighed heavily upon Pound, and his pursuit of new poetic forms was 

bound up with his desire to better represent the realities of the modern historical 

moment.  It is important to note, however, that these concerns were not Pound’s alone, 

but part of a broader societal and intellectual shift calling for new historical modes and 

forms of thought.  In Modernist Poetics of History: Pound, Eliot, and the Sense of the 

																																																								
171 Beach adds, “The ideogrammic method could be seen as an extension of Pound’s 
Imagist ideal of the ‘direct treatment of the thing’” (29). 
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Past, James Longenbach usefully identifies this broader current, situating Pound 

(along with Eliot, and the modernist poets as a whole) within a larger context of 

intellectual and philosophical debate over the nature of historical interpretation.  

According to Longenbach, the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries were a 

time of “aggressive debate about the nature of historical knowledge,” characterized by 

an attempt by many major thinkers, philosophers, and historians to come up with new 

frameworks for the conceptualization of history (8).  While Nietzsche responded to 

one extreme, promoting a rabid “antihistoricism” and repudiation of history, others 

such as Wilhelm Dilthey and Benedetto Croce began to articulate an “existential” 

historicism, which saw history not as a “deadening influence on the present,” but 

rather, as a “living part of the present that cannot be destroyed” (Longenbach 10).  

Likewise, Longenbach notes that the trauma of the First World War was a major 

contributing factor to a crisis in historical thinking, as for society at large, the war 

“seemed to create a huge barrier between the past and present, blasting centuries of 

history from beneath Edwardian England” (9).  For the major thinkers of the period, 

then, there arose an acute reassessment of the importance of history, and a desire to 

repair the connection between past and present, to make the past relevant once again.   

Such historical concerns—especially of the relationship between past and 

present—were of the utmost importance to Pound, constituting a recurring theme 

throughout his work.  As many scholars have pointed out previously, Pound 

increasingly embraced a view of history that saw the past and present as not merely 
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connected, but as “indistinguishably intermingled.”172  In The Spirit of Romance 

(1910), Pound attempted to describe this particular sense of history early on, stating 

that “all ages are contemporaneous” (qtd. in Longenbach 27).  Encapsulated within 

this succinct statement was a dialectical conception of the past as deriving its 

significance in relationship to the present.  Through his statement that “all ages are 

contemporaneous,” Pound pointed the way towards a new understanding of history: 

rather than “dead” and “irrelevant” segments of time, history regained its significance 

precisely through the way in which the past proved mediated through the present.  

Much later, in his Guide to Kulchur, Pound would further elaborate on the subject, 

writing, “We do NOT know the past in chronological sequence.  It may be convenient 

to lay it out anesthetized on the table with dates pasted on here and there, but what we 

know we know by ripples and spirals eddying out from us and from our time” (qtd. in 

Longenbach 13).  In this way, Pound interrogated a perspective of history based upon 

a more conventional linearity or chronology of events; instead, he portrayed history as 

bearing a closer resemblance to an “elliptical” and “interrelated” whole, where history 

“rippled” and “spiraled,” rather than unfolded in an ordered sequence of events. 

 In many ways, Pound’s masterpiece, The Cantos, would prove the culmination 

of his historical and formal concerns.  On the one hand, The Cantos’ fragmentary and 

collage forms of composition drew upon Pound’s ideogrammic method, which took 

																																																								
172 Other forms of modernist literature registered a dialectical relationship between 
past and present, as well, challenging conventional linear and chronological 
conceptions of history; in his famous high modernist novel, Ulysses, James Joyce 
experimented with fragmentary and non-linear structures of time, a technique for 
which both his individual novel and modernist literature as a whole have become well 
known.  
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the juxtapositional and dialectical composition of the Chinese ideogram as a model for 

a poetic form embodying “unity in fragmentation.”  By collecting together a 

multiplicity of fragments within a single form, Pound believed his poetry would more 

closely reflect the “thing itself,” which for Pound was nothing less than the content of 

history.173  As such, The Cantos would prove deeply inclusive in its formal 

composition, as Pound opened up the bounds of his poetry not only to fragments 

hailing from a wide range of sources—from historical documents and journalism to 

myth and personal experience—but also emerging out of multiple cultures, languages, 

and time periods.  Pound’s ambition was not merely to write a “poem including 

history,” but one that would be the modern equivalent of the “epic,” a totalizing 

project whose ultimate goal it was to encompass the entirety of history.  Discussing 

these lofty ambitions, scholar Michael Bernstein argues that in The Cantos, Pound 

aimed to present a “social history of his age,” endowed with “at least the same degree . 

. . of authority as that possessed by a historian’s text” (32).174   

Furthermore, in its placement of fragments from widely divergent sources in 

sharp relief, Pound’s long poem encouraged the reader to draw connections between 

phenomena and historical events that would otherwise seem disconnected.  In doing 

																																																								
173 Describing Pound’s fragmentary form as “synechdochic,” Lynn Keller writes, for 
Pound, “parts evoke wholes, and it is from parts—from a ‘rain of factual atoms’—that 
we build knowledge.  Pound’s palimpsestic arrangement of concrete bits provide a 
selection of empirical data from which the reader is to assemble a coherent 
understanding” (539).   
174 Bornstein echoes these totalizing objectives of The Cantos, writing that Pound 
“clearly aimed at a report on the ‘state of the human mind in the twentieth century,’” 
quoting Pound’s own words of praise for Joyce’s Ulysses, a historical work which 
Pound admired greatly (Bornstein 40). 
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so, and perhaps most importantly for our purposes, Pound’s fragmentary poetics 

facilitated the ability to apprehend historical repetitions occurring over long expanses 

of time and space.  By placing events from the distant past in juxtaposition with those 

occurring in Pound’s contemporary historical moment, The Cantos highlighted the 

broad continuities that connected and resonated across different historical periods.  In 

his own words, Pound had expressed an interest in “what sort of things endure, and 

what sorts of things are transient; what sort of things recur; what propagandas profit a 

man or his race; . . . upon what the forces, constructive and dispersive, of social order, 

move” (qtd. in Bernstein 21).  Likewise, Bornstein identifies The Cantos’ “continuous 

paralleling of past and present” as one of its most important formal structures, as well 

as one that has come to be a “widely recognized modernist trademark” (27). 

 Returning to Craig Santos Perez’s experimental poetry, I want to suggest that 

from unincorporated territory builds on these structures developed by Pound and his 

contemporaries.  Just as Pound’s Cantos deployed a multiplicity of fragments in hopes 

of achieving a more totalizing conception of history, so too does Perez’s extended 

poetry collection gather together fragments from a variety of sources to work towards 

a revisionist and anti-colonial historiography of Guam.  Channeling modernist 

structures of radical juxtaposition, Perez often places images hailing from widely 

divergent historical periods alongside one another with little or no explanation.  While 

these fragmentary structures, on the one hand, reflect broader structures of colonial 

violence and disjunction, I also want to argue that they serve a radically anti-colonial 
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function, in enabling the reader’s ability to perceive the continuities that have occurred 

and continue to occur across Guam’s histories of colonialism.   

Such historical continuities are everywhere to be found throughout Perez’s 

epic work, in which the author embodies much of Chamorro history up until the 

present.  Indeed, from unincorporated territory’s broad historical scope proves nearly 

as ambitious as that of The Cantos, not only addressing events as contemporary as the 

recent “Guam military build-up” (2009-present), but also stretching back into the 

distant past to engage with Guam’s Spanish colonial period, and even further back, to 

pre-contact Guahån.  But instead of representing these historical moments in 

chronological order, or through a more linear approach to history (as most 

conventional histories would), Perez presents them in relational fashion, sharply 

juxtaposing fragments from vastly different time periods.  Like Pound’s Cantos, 

which presented past and present as “indistinguishably intermingled,” from 

unincorporated territory also operates through the intermingling of past, present, and 

future, to present history as a totalizing whole.  In doing so, I argue, Perez’s text 

highlights historical continuities spanning colonial and neocolonial periods, equipping 

the reader to better understand and therefore more effectively resist colonial structures 

in the present. 

 

Militarization, Empire, and Other Historical Recurrences 

As I will demonstrate, from unincorporated territory’s elongated and 

juxtapositional methods of composition function to illuminate a variety of historical 
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recurrences that have taken place throughout Guam’s history, in a variety of different 

ways.  While in some cases, these recurrences are addressed thematically, as Perez 

depicts the return of similar colonial themes and mechanisms across widely divergent 

periods, in other cases, they are conveyed through the very form of his poetry, with 

specific formal devices and strategies operating in the text to illuminate historical 

patterns.  As discussed previously, one technique commonly used by Perez is that of 

“threaded poems.”  These poems, which fragment and disperse parts of poems 

throughout his individual volumes (and overall collection), prove conducive to 

conveying historical patterns precisely through their “continuous” nature.  In this 

respect, the very structure of these poems, which continually return and are revisited 

throughout Perez’s work, are reflexive of historical continuity.175  One of the recurring 

themes that Perez addresses most overtly is that of militarization, and specifically, the 

extent to which military processes have played a central and defining role in Guam’s 

colonial history.  As I have attempted to demonstrate in the introduction to this 

chapter, colonial projects in Guam have often been attended by, if not, dominated by 

colonial structures and forms of oppression of a specifically “military” character.  

While these processes can arguably be traced back to colonialism’s inception in 

Guam, recent scholarship has pointed to a more systematic militarization of the island 

and its people beginning around the end of the Spanish-American War, when the U.S. 

Navy took control of Guam from Spain, spanning the brief but influential period of 

																																																								
175 Another interesting technique used by Perez is the repetition of specific phrases and 
words; in a given poem, for instance, Perez will interrupt his own writing with certain 
words and turns of phrase, which often appear bracketed or italicized, and these words 
or phrases will continue to reappear throughout the poem.   
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Japanese martial rule during WWII, and persisting through the U.S.’s resumption of 

military control that continues into the present.176  Through its attention to the 

centrality of militarism to Guam’s (and other Pacific Islands’) colonial histories, this 

scholarship has brought into focus the ways in which colonial and military structures 

have been deeply intertwined.  In their collection, Militarized Currents: Toward a 

Decolonized Future in Asia and the Pacific, co-editors Setsu Shigematsu and Keith 

Camacho analyze militarization as a vital “structuring force” in the Pacific, which has 

served to connect the histories of Japanese and U.S. empire-building.  For Shigematsu 

and Camacho, who understand “militarization as an extension of colonialism,” 

contemporary processes of militarization in Guam and the Pacific simply cannot be 

understood apart from the “residual and ongoing effects of colonial subordination” 

(xv).  Examining the parallels and resonances between U.S. and Japanese militarisms 

that worked alongside their respective imperialist projects, Shigematsu and Camacho 

theorize militarization as a “constitutive institution and ideology of empire” (xxvii).  

Foregrounding the “inter-imperialist competition” between Japanese and U.S. Empires 

that resulted in the militarization of the Pacific, perhaps the authors’ most vital 

contribution has been to highlight the “continuous” and “ongoing” nature of 

																																																								
176 While recent scholarship has focused on U.S. and Japanese militarization, 
militarism in Guam can arguably be traced back to the much earlier period of Spanish 
colonialism, as Spain employed violent forms of colonial control in its attempts to 
claim and retain Guam as a colony.  In from unincorporated territory, Perez engages 
with this history, largely through his depiction of the role of Catholicism and Catholic 
missionaries in the “pacification” of Chamorro indigenous peoples.  In this way, 
Spanish militarism can be seen as a precursor to later, more “systematic” military 
structures that have developed alongside 20th and 21st century projects of global 
Empire.    
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militarization, as an important colonial mechanism and historical continuity existing 

across multiple colonial contexts and regimes.  In doing so, they help us to better 

understand and resist (neo)colonial structures in the present: that is to say, if 

militarization constitutes a primary structure of colonial control, then struggles for 

“demilitarization” are a crucial component of anti-colonial resistance movements 

today.  This message proves an especially urgent one at the present historical juncture 

in Guam, when proposals for military expansion are celebrated for their economic 

value towards the island, while increasing numbers of Chamorro men and women are 

recruited to serve in the U.S. military.  Perceiving the recurrences of militarized 

structures across colonial periods also highlights the ways in which colonialism, itself, 

remains a continuous process that has not “ended.”  Far from a “post-colonial” era, our 

present moment constitutes an extension of earlier, largely violent colonial structures; 

while these colonial structures may take different forms than they have in the past, 

veiled by a range of different ideologies, I argue, they nevertheless remain 

underpinned by the fundamentally violent and coercive workings of global Empire.  

As Shigematsu and Camacho write, “For many people, colonialism has not ended but 

has been rearticulated, muted, and unmoored through discourses of neoliberalism, 

postmodernism, postcolonialism, and ‘antiterrorism’” (xxviii).  In a similar way, I 

wish to suggest, Perez’s from unincorporated territory facilitates a deeper 

understanding of the reemergence of militaristic, and often violent forms of colonial 

oppression in the Pacific.  Through its presentation of a variety of images, 

experiences, and textual fragments hailing from multiple moments of Guam’s 
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militarized colonial history, I argue, from unincorporated territory foregrounds 

militarization as a vital and attendant process of Empire, while conveying both 

important continuities and differences between past, present, and future structures of 

militarization. 

 

 In many of the poems comprising from unincorporated territory, Perez 

employs montage-like techniques, sharply cutting back and forth between images 

arising out of different periods of Guam’s history; this juxtapositional method—which 

builds on modernist structures—fruitfully encourages the paralleling of different 

moments of Guam’s militarized colonial legacy that many would see as disconnected.  

Some of the best examples of this paralleling can be found in “from ta(la)ya,” one of 

Perez’s threaded poems that extends through his first volume, [hacha], to his most 

recent book in the series, [guma’].177  Dedicated to Perez’s grandfather, “from 

ta(la)ya” is a meditation on his grandfather’s personal experiences of WWII.  In it, 

Perez intersperses his grandfather’s memories of wartime, gleaned from intimate 

conversations between the two of them, with fragments taken from other crucial 

moments of Guam’s colonial and military legacies; these other fragments range 

broadly in time, extending back as early as the 1500s, during the period of Spanish 

colonialism, and as far “forward” in time, as well, to our own contemporary moment 

of U.S. neocolonialism.  In doing so, “from ta(la)ya” illuminates important 

																																																								
177 In [guma’], Perez makes a small alteration to the title of “from ta(la)ya,” renaming 
it “ginen ta(la)ya.”  In Chamorro, “ginen” means “from, have been to, been from, 
come or came from.”  See The Official Chamorro-English Dictionary, published by 
the Department of Chamorro Affairs, for all translations of Chamorro words.   
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similarities, as well as significant differences, between these widely divergent periods 

of colonialism.   

The poem begins with vivid descriptions of Perez’s grandfather’s 

remembrances of learning to wield a “talaya,” or Chamorro “throw net,” as a child 

growing up on Guam: “‘you hold the nicho like this’ he says    ‘and the nasa around 

your fingers like this’” (Perez, [hacha] 31).178  As we learn, Perez’s grandfather, 

whose “father was a prison foreman,” learned to throw and weave “talaya” from the 

Chamorro prisoners his father oversaw; the prisoners, who had been incarcerated for 

“minor offenses,” served out their sentences on a “farm in a small barracks,” where 

“they planted, harvested, fished, and hunted         the food delivered to the susanna 

hospital   ~” (Perez, [hacha] 32).179  As Perez’s grandfather goes on to explain, the 

inmates “‘treated me like a son,’ he says,” teaching him to “weave the talaya     to use 

the kiln” ([hacha] 38).  Here, through his grandfather’s childhood memories, Perez 

significantly evokes the pre-WWII period of U.S. colonialism, beginning from 1898 

and stretching over many decades, during which the U.S. Navy exercised 

administrative control over Guam.  According to Chamorro historian Anne Perez 

Hattori, following the U.S.’s seizure of Guam after the Spanish-American War in 

1898, the Navy assumed “complete control over island affairs, both civil and military” 

																																																								
178 Perez’s experimental use of spacing, such as his employment of blank space above, 
is another interesting facet of his work deserving of greater attention.  In my citation 
of Perez’s poetry, I have tried to replicate the original spacing of his poems as 
accurately as possible. 
179 The “susanna hospital [sic]” is a reference to the “Susana Hospital,” Guam’s first 
hospital for women and children, a hospital founded by Navy wives in 1905 (Hattori 
122). 
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(Hattori 18).  Even as President William McKinley had proclaimed the U.S.’s 

“benevolent” intentions in administering the island, “not as invaders or conquerors, 

but as friends,” at the same time, “McKinley’s orders also stipulated that Guam fell 

under ‘the absolute domain of naval authority’” (qtd. in Hattori 18).  As such, Guam’s 

indigenous inhabitants found themselves subject to “the whims and dictates of a 

rapidly revolving procession of military officers,” many of whom imposed extensive 

and authoritarian policies upon the Chamorro peoples (Hattori 18); through these 

policies, frequently at odds with Chamorro culture, the U.S. Navy sought to assimilate 

Chamorros to a more uniformly American and militarized culture.180  Under the tenure 

of one military governor, Governor Gilmer, known for his exceptionally repressive 

policies, “over fifty stultifying general orders” were issued, including “a halt to any 

whistling . . . a halt to smoking,” and perhaps most notoriously, the prohibition of 

interracial marriage (Rogers 135).  Governor Gilmer also “decreed that all males on 

Guam were liable to a tax of twenty-five cents if they did not deliver five dead rat 

heads to their district commissioner each month” (Rogers 135), a historical event 

which Perez recounts in another of his poems, “from Stations of Crossing”: “five dead 

rats     the fee / of belonging” ([hacha] 58).  Perhaps not surprisingly, some 

																																																								
180 In Destiny’s Landfall: A History of Guam, historian Robert F. Rogers describes the 
many and ever-changing restrictions imposed upon Chamorros during the pre-war 
period, the content of which depended on the particular agenda (and personality) of 
the Navy governor in place.  According to Rogers, due to the extremely short “tours of 
duty” each Navy governor served on Guam, usually lasting only one year and five 
months each, “American governors rarely became knowledgeable about island 
conditions or the local people” (120); as a result, many of these Navy officials 
administered the island and its peoples through lenses of mild ethnocentrism, at best, 
and in other cases, demonstrated an overt racism towards the Chamorro people and 
culture. 
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Chamorros, unwilling to “comply” with the Navy’s stringent colonial policies, were 

disciplined by the military in various ways, including incarceration in prisons, where 

Chamorros could be sentenced to labor for minor offenses.  In “from ta(la)ya,” Perez 

evokes this particular period of U.S. colonialism, presenting a tiny glimpse of the U.S. 

military’s authoritarian policies, which all-too-often resulted in the oppression, if not 

unjust confinement and exploitation of Chamorros.  Furthermore, through Perez’s 

depiction of the prisoners’ kind treatment towards his grandfather, and their passing 

down of the knowledge of the “talaya,” Perez simultaneously presents a more 

humanizing portrait of these men: “in their barracks at night they sat on their / stools 

and talked and wove the [thread : nasa]” ([hacha] 32). 

But, instead of depicting his grandfather’s memories in one continuous 

segment, Perez periodically intersperses and interrupts these personal remembrances 

of colonialism with fragments taken from a variety of other sources and historical 

moments.  As I have suggested elsewhere, these interruptions serve several functions, 

mirroring the disruptive qualities of colonialism, as well as providing a formal means 

of suggesting parallels between different colonial moments and mechanisms.  In “from 

ta(la)ya,” the first of these interruptions consists of a bracketed statement in which 

Perez simply places a historical event from the early twentieth century: “[in 1903, the 

u.s. completed the transpacific submarine telegraph cable, / connecting guam to 

manila, midway, honolulu, and san francisco]” ([hacha] 31).  Perez’s use of brackets 

and italics (as well as lower case typeface) at once has the effect of defamiliarizing a 

historical event that might otherwise be uncritically accepted as “normal,” a common 
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formal strategy employed throughout from unincorporated territory.  Through Perez’s 

evocation of the completion of the “transpacific submarine telegraph cable,” an event 

resulting in the creation of vital circuits of communication connecting the U.S.’s 

military bases across the Pacific, Perez foregrounds the way in which the U.S. viewed 

Guam (along with its other colonial possessions) in terms of its pragmatic function in 

securing U.S. military objectives.  Completed in 1903, just five years after the U.S. 

Navy assumed control of Guam, the telegraph cable would constitute a new and vital 

“circuit” of colonialism.  By facilitating communication between the U.S.’s different 

bases, and later, assisting the mobilization of U.S. forces and weaponry to defend and 

secure American hegemony, the telegraph cable largely served U.S. colonial and 

military interests rather than those of Pacific Islanders.  As I wish to further argue, 

Perez’s sharp juxtaposition of his grandfather’s deeply personal experiences of U.S. 

militarization, with a more abstract and depersonalized portrayal of a historical event 

(as it might appear in many history textbooks, for instance) is also significant in the 

way that it interrogates the internal biases of conventional historiographies, which 

foreground U.S. military and colonial perspectives, while silencing the often critical 

personal histories, perspectives, and responses of indigenous peoples.  By placing 

these very different accounts of history side-by-side, Perez’s text affirms indigenous 

accounts of history as just as valid, if not, more so than those reflected in dominant 

historiographies. 

Perez follows up this first fragment with a second one that similarly acts to 

interrupt his grandfather’s memories, while drawing out new historical resonances and 
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connections: in another bracketed and italicized line, Perez simply states: “[the 

Trinidad, the Concepción, the Victoria]” ([hacha] 31).  Though Perez provides no 

explanation of the proper nouns listed, they refer to the names of the Spanish ships, led 

by Ferdinand Magellan, that first made landfall on Guam, marking the earliest foreign 

incursion by European “explorers.”  In this way, in the course of a few lines, Perez’s 

poem undergoes a massive temporal leap, jumping from the early twentieth century to 

the earliest moments of Guam’s colonial legacy: the beginning of the sixteenth century 

with the inception of colonialism in Guam.  Through the simple gesture of naming the 

three ships in his poem, Perez evokes the history of European “exploration” so crucial 

to early projects of colonial expansion.  According to Robert F. Rogers, the Trinidad, 

Concepción, and Victoria—“small square-rigged” Spanish ships that would be 

precursors to the galleon—were intimately bound up with European colonial 

endeavors.  In 1519 Charles V, Spanish King and Holy Roman Emperor, gave 

Portuguese captain Ferdinand Magellan charge of the three ships, “to find the five 

Spice Islands of the Moluccas by sailing south around and then west beyond the still 

mysterious New World” (Rogers 2).  Since Portugal had already claimed exclusive 

rights to the eastern route to the Moluccas (around the Horn of Africa), the Spanish 

were in need of an alternative route to the Spice Islands that would not violate the 

prior claims of the Portuguese.  Fuelled not so much by exploration as by the dual 

drives for empire and commercialism, Charles V sent Magellan on the unknown and 

uncharted route across the Pacific, because he “wanted the sources of precious cloves 

and other spices for Spain before Portugal could claim them in the two kingdoms’ 
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violent rivalry for empire” (Rogers 2).181  In this respect, while Magellan’s route 

across the Pacific, which led to his inadvertent “discovery” of Guam, is often 

remembered and celebrated as the first circumnavigation of the globe, we see how 

Magellan’s motives were not so much in the spirit of discovery, as they were 

undergirded by Spanish economic motives to open up a new trade route, as well as to 

help advance their imperialist and expansionist ventures.  Returning to “from ta(la)ya,” 

Perez plays off this notion of Magellan’s route to Guam (and the Moluccas) as another 

vital “circuit” of colonialism, writing, “[spool : nicho] the strait of His name northeast 

trade winds and equatorial ocean currents” ([hacha] 32).  Here, Perez refers to 

Guam’s specific geographical and oceanic position along the “northeast trade winds 

and equatorial ocean currents,” which both made possible the accidental landfall of 

Magellan’s ships on Guam in 1521, as well as the later arrival of Catholic missionaries 

to convert Chamorros in “His name.”  By 1521, Magellan’s flotilla had been at sea for 

two years, the ships were ragged with wear and his men were perishing from thirst and 

malnourishment, a historical fact which Perez alludes to in the next lines of “from 

ta(la)ya”: “two years eating sawdust and rats arriving            ‘tierra!’ / tano’ta              

‘tierra!’ tierra! land- / fallen” ([hacha] 32).  Without the prevailing wind and oceanic 

currents, one might presume, Magellan and his crew would perhaps not have survived, 

																																																								
181 Interestingly, Magellan’s own personal history proves reflective of the inter-
imperialist conflict underway between Portugal and Spain during the early 1500s.  A 
Portuguese-born captain, Magellan had previously sailed under his own flag, but 
unable to find employment due to some personal missteps, he defected to Spain, 
eventually agreeing to make the journey across the Pacific under Spanish King and 
Holy Roman Emperor Charles V.  
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much less been able to plant the first seeds of Spanish colonialism in Guam.182  In this 

way, Perez extends his motif of “circuits” or “routes,” to describe the winds and 

oceanic currents, as other kinds of “colonial circuits” through which Spanish 

colonialism and Catholicism reached Guam.  Interestingly, Perez also uses the 

imagery of the “talaya” to further drive home this metaphor of colonial circuits or 

threads, by including the brief bracketed words, “[spool : nicho],” the English and 

Chamorro words for the “spool” that holds the “thread.”  Above all, through his 

juxtaposition of such widely divergent periods of Guam’s history, Perez’s text creates 

important resonances between the various colonial “routes” in Guam’s history that 

have served the interests of colonial expansion.  From Magellan’s trade routes along 

the wind and ocean currents, to the U.S.’s construction of the first telegraph cable, 

Perez illuminates significant patterns in terms of the way that the quest for Empire has 

gone hand-in-hand with the dual drives for commercial and geopolitical expansion.  

As Perez indicates, far from a recent development, such motives have guided 

colonialist endeavors since Europeans’ first contact with Chamorro peoples, and 

																																																								
182 In Destiny’s Landfall, Rogers argues that Magellan’s landfall on Guam in 1521 was 
made possible by the island’s geographic and oceanic location, in alignment with 
naturally occurring wind and oceanic currents.  Rogers writes, “Magellan knew from 
experience in the Atlantic Ocean that oceanic trade winds blow steadily out of the 
northeast in a band above the 12˚ N latitude.  He might have sought similar winds 
above the equator in order to traverse the Pacific above the southern latitudes, where 
the hostile Portuguese lurked in the East Indies. . . . The route taken by Magellan 
across the Pacific was therefore not entirely an accident, but a calculated gamble” (5).  
Rogers suggests that the Spaniards’ relatively early colonization of Guam came about 
due to the intersection of the island’s natural geography with Spanish (and Portuguese) 
colonial interests.  In contrast, because the Hawaiian Islands did not fall along these 
currents, Magellan bypassed them along his route through the Pacific, and it wasn’t 
until the eighteenth century that Hawai‘i and its indigenous people became known to 
the Spanish and other Europeans. 
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today, we can still apprehend many of the same impulses at work in contemporary 

projects for global Empire.   

Perez continues to interweave images from various historical moments through 

the remainder of “from ta(la)ya,” rapidly and seamlessly leaping between different 

periods to uncover the multiple recurrences of Guam’s colonial historiographies.  In 

another segment of the poem, where Perez references the arrival of the “First Horse” 

on Guam, he juxtaposes the burning of Chamorro “houses, food stores and / fruit trees 

and villagers” by mounted Spanish officer Damián de Esplana in 1673, in 

“retribution” for the killing of Catholic missionary San Vitores, with the burning of 

“chamorro-english dictionaries forbidding the use of chamorro” by U.S. naval 

authorities in 1922 ([hacha] 37).  While these events would perhaps seem unrelated, 

Perez’s juxtaposition of the different images of “burning” once again uncovers 

resonances between mechanisms of colonial violence and militarization deployed by 

different colonial powers across history.  In the 17th century, for instance, in response 

to widespread Chamorro resistance to their forcible conversion by Catholic 

missionaries, the Spanish deployed attachments of armed soldiers—Esplana 

included—to defend Catholic settlements and “pacify” the “rebels”; the specific 

methods used by these soldiers ranged from direct military violence, where Chamorro 

rebel leaders were hunted down and villages were burnt and razed, to more subtle 

forms of violence, including the forced assimilation of “orphaned children to be 

baptized and razed in mission schools” ([hacha] 37).  Perez’s play on the word, 

“razed,” purposely misspelled in the text, also produces an interesting new meaning or 
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resonance, by pointing to the way in which Catholic schools, where Chamorro 

children were taken from their homes to be “raised/razed” by Spanish missionaries, 

performed another kind of colonial violence towards Chamorros and their families that 

paralleled the more overt military forms of violence against them.  Placing these early 

instances alongside the much more recent burning of Chamorro-English dictionaries in 

1922 by U.S. military officials, an act likewise intended to quell Chamorro efforts to 

preserve their language and culture, Perez identifies patterns of colonial and military 

violence attempting to conform Chamorros to the dominant cultures (and religions) of 

the colonizing powers. 

Interwoven throughout “from ta(la)ya,” and emerging out of multiple moments 

of Guam’s history, these individual historical moments function much like Pound’s 

single, telling “images,” serving as powerful lenses that help to illuminate and make 

sense of Perez’s grandfather’s experiences of WWII, the central focus of this poem.  

Indeed, much of the remaining poetic segments comprising “from ta(la)ya” focus on 

his grandfather’s personal, often deeply traumatic memories of war.  These segments 

prove perhaps most revealing in the way that they highlight resonances between 

Japanese and U.S. colonialisms, as well as draw our attention to each colonial power’s 

similarly destructive role in WWII.  Perez begins these recountings with descriptions 

of the “surprise” bombings of Guam by Japanese forces near the beginning of the war: 

~     nine japanese seaplanes moved in formation 

westward toward the village of sumay less than a mile from the marine 
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barracks, the Pan-American World Airways, and the Pan-American 

Hotel     the first bomb  

missed 

onto opened ground 

near a flag pole the second hit a fuel tank owned by Standard Oil of  

  California into flames 

zinc sheets billowing sky     ~ ([hacha] 33) 

These initial depictions of the Japanese attack mirror those to be found in more 

conventional histories of WWII that foreground Japanese and colonial perspectives 

rather than Chamorro ones; however, Perez also presents his grandfather’s 

perspectives of the same events as a counter-point to these, to illuminate the often 

differing accounts of colonial and indigenous viewpoints: 

               ~  
december eighth, nineteen forty one      Monday—four hours after pearl harbor 

         ~ 
 

. . . was wearing her white communion dress . . . 

  

“during mass we heard a whole bunch of planes 

“usually only one pan-american would fly over agana to the airport in 

sumay 

“we could hear the bombing and the priest announced that mass is ended 

([hacha] 75-76) 
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Perez’s grandfather’s memories present us with increasingly emotional, and ultimately 

more humanizing perspectives of war compared to the more sterile colonial viewpoint.   

In the attack, which took place on Monday, December 8, 1941, Japanese warplanes 

took aim at the “Pan-American” buildings, the fuel tank owned by “Standard Oil of 

California”—themselves emblems of American hegemony—and later, at various other 

military targets and installations on Guam in a clear display of force that sought to 

decimate the U.S.’s already weakening hold upon its military colony.183  Indeed, the 

U.S. Navy’s defenses and fortifications of Guam had grown extremely weak in the 

years leading up to the war, a fact that Perez goes on to recount in a later segment of 

the poem:  

 [the guam defense consisted of 274 navy personnel, half of which were non- 

combative, 153 marines, and / about 120 insular force guards their total 

arsenal : four Thompson submachine guns, six browning / automatic pistols, 

fifty .30 caliber pistols, a dozen 22 caliber regulation rifles, and 85 springfield 

rifles – / which had imprinted: “do not shoot. for training only” – most of the 

weapons were of world war I vintage] ([hacha] 75) 

Likewise, U.S. military officials had long been aware of the weakness of Guam’s 

fortifications, and its own ill-preparedness for defending the island, to the point where 

one of the highest Navy officials in command had notoriously made the statement, 

“‘guam is not really defendable no matter how many troops and fortifications you put 

																																																								
183 Though the Japanese aerial attacks of Guam took place just hours after the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor on Sunday, December 7, they did not reach Guam until the 
next day due to their crossing the international dateline. 
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there,’” another critical historical detail cited by Perez in his poem ([hacha] 75).184  

Fearing an impending war with Japan, and the possibilities of conflict breaking out on 

Guam’s soil due to its strategic location, by October 1941, the U.S. had even taken 

precautions to evacuate American military dependents out of Guam for their safety, an 

event which Perez likewise “re-incorporates” for his own purposes in “from ta(la)ya”:  

 [on october 17, the last American military dependents, 104 women and 

children, departed guam on the uss / henderson, the last issue of the guam 

recorder in november did not mention the threat of war, but the cover  

showed the henderson departing with the word:  

. . . the immaculate conception with his seven year old niece, lola, who . . . 

    “ALOHA.” ([hacha] 75)  

Through these historical fragments, Perez casts a critical eye on the extent to which 

the United States had been knowledgeable of and complicit with the wartime violence 

that was soon to come.  As he suggests, the Japanese attack had been anything but a 

surprise to the U.S., and while U.S. officials had taken measures to protect American 

women and children from the colonial violence, they had not done the same for the 

indigenous inhabitants of Guam.  Furthermore, whereas U.S. officials had known of 

the countries’ deteriorating relations, as well as of the Japanese military’s increasing 

fortification of its neighboring Pacific possessions, for the peoples of Guam, who were 

not aware of these developments, the bombing of their home was extremely shocking 

																																																								
184 As Perez indicates in another bracketed line, the statement had been made in a 
“letter dated 6 october 1941 by rear admiral richmond kelly turner, head of the navy’s 
/ war plans division, to the captain of the uss gold star” ([hacha] 75). 
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and traumatic.  As we also learn through Perez’s grandfather’s recollections, on the 

morning of December 8, many Chamorros had been at Catholic mass services, where 

they were in the midst of their religious celebrations of the Virgin Mary: “‘we could 

hear the bombing and the priest announced that mass is ended” ([hacha] 76).  

Absorbed in their religious festivities, and in the daily concerns of life, Chamorros 

were given little warning of the violence to come.185  Perez’s text further underscores 

the U.S.’s pragmatic exploitation of Guam and its peoples, as “expendable” casualties 

in the battle over American (and Japanese) Empires.  As these fragments suggest, the 

U.S. was not administering Guam in the best interests of the Chamorro peoples, as it 

often promised, but in the service of its own geopolitical ends. 

 Perez then goes onto recount, through his grandfather’s memories, the 

militarized period of Japanese occupation that ensued once Japan overtook Guam from 

the U.S.  Indicating the abrupt shift in colonial control that took place shortly after the 

Japanese attack, Perez writes, “when the japanese military overtook agana they placed 

the american flag in the center of the plaza de esplana and shined / their flashlights 

onto it to signal the planes that guam had fallen” ([hacha] 39).  Perez’s words evoke 

how the war between Japan and the U.S. had been one of competing imperialisms, 

																																																								
185 In Cultures of Commemoration, Keith Camacho corroborates this perspective of 
Chamorros as being largely unaware of the possibilities of conflict between the U.S. 
and Japan, writing, “Not many Chamorros knew of the American evacuation or of the 
US government’s view that the island was not defendable.  Undisturbed by world 
politics, Chamorros attended to their farms and family matters and spoke little about 
war.  If the topic ever arose, they assumed that the United States held superior military 
forces that not even Japan, a newcomer to the colonial powers of the world, could 
sway. . . . Instead, numerous Chamorros were preparing for the approaching religious 
celebration in honor of Santa Marian Kamalen, the Virgin Mary, on 8 December 
1941” (41). 
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fighting for control over the same territories; caught in the fray of this competition, 

Chamorros experienced the events unfolding as many other Pacific Island peoples 

have, as a revolving door of colonial powers.  However, through Perez’s grandfather’s 

memories, we are given access to the Japanese military’s highly oppressive and racist 

regime during their occupation of Guam, in a way that ultimately foregrounds 

Chamorro experiences and perspectives of this history.  Describing Japanese officials’ 

“processing” of his grandfather and the other Chamorros of his village, upon Japanese 

seizure of control, as well as the other deeply colonial and colonizing protocol 

Chamorros were expected to follow, Perez writes,  

              ~ 
 a few days later they were ordered to report to the military check point in 

plaza de espana 

he walked with everyone in his village down san ramon hill to be “processed” 

  procession— 

his dad told him to hold his aunt’s hand because she was a widow 

“i remember seeing for the first time the japanese flag” he says 

--sentries were posted and beat those who didn’t bow to them— 

([hacha] 76) 

Among the many new rules and regulations imposed by the Japanese military, Perez 

refers to the way in which Chamorros were forced to bow down before nearly all 

Japanese individuals whom they encountered as a sign of respect, as well as before the 

ubiquitous signs that had been “posted all over the walls of offices, police stations, and 

the new sentry boxes called kōbans, with the English words, ‘You must stop here and 
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bow to us’” (Rogers 160).  On the one hand, the newly-imposed practice of bowing 

represented the sudden change in culture instituted by the Japanese upon the 

Chamorro peoples who, over the past several decades of U.S. Naval rule, had grown 

largely accustomed to American culture.  As Keith Camacho argues, a critical part of 

the Japanese colonial project in Guam consisted of their attempts to systematically 

“Japanise” the Chamorro population through educational and other cultural projects; 

by instructing the Chamorro people in Japanese language, culture, and social mores, 

Japanese officials hoped to eventually assimilate the Americanized Chamorros into the 

Japanese Empire instead.186  On the other hand, as Perez’s words further suggest, the 

practice of bowing down before the Japanese simultaneously served as a physical 

embodiment and emblem of Chamorros’ forced submission to their new colonial 

occupiers:  

when a man kneels his 

height lessens by a fourth torn 

from navel to mouth 

 

he stands and straightens his body with his fingers glued straight and his arms 

straight against his sides and 

looks straight past me     bows     till his head almost touches the 

table      “like this” he says ([hacha] 76).   

																																																								
186 Perez also registers this “cultural” wing of the Japanese colonial project in “from 
“ta(la)ya,” through his grandfather’s (and grandmother’s) remembrances of being 
forced to learn Japanese: “‘ichi  ni  san  shi  go  roku  shichi  hachi  kyuu  juu’     my 
grandmother recites from the couch when / she / sees him bowing” ([hacha] 80). 
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By bowing to the Japanese, Perez implies, Chamorros were forced into a position of 

physical surrender to their colonizers.  In this way, Perez also begins to address the 

psychological component of processes of militarization and colonization: just as 

colonialism results in physical effects on the colonized, it also produces mental and 

psychological effects, and while these effects may be less visible, they are no less 

damaging or traumatic.  As Perez’s grandfather goes on to recount, “‘we waited in line 

and they gave us a white piece of cloth with japanese writing on it and we had to keep 

it / pinned there’—he points to my chest—‘by our heart and they pointed to the sky 

where we had to bow’” ([hacha] 76).  Here, Perez’s grandfather refers to the official 

pass, called lisiensan ga’lago or “dog tag” by Chamorros, which each resident was 

issued by Japanese officials and required to wear at all times.  A form of identification 

and social control employed by the Japanese, the “dog tags” undoubtedly functioned 

in a distinctly “racist” and “racializing” way, by visually marking Chamorros as 

“other” to the Japanese.  Each of these images speaks volumes about the overtly 

militarized, racist, and colonialist forms of control imposed by Japanese officials upon 

Chamorro peoples.  Though these new rules and customs were largely foreign to 

Chamorros, those who did not comply could be brutally beaten, sometimes to the point 

of death, for punishment. 

 Over the nearly three-year period of Japanese occupation, Japanese military 

forms of colonial oppression would grow increasingly exploitative, violent, and brutal 

towards Chamorros, as U.S. threats to re-conquer and re-claim Guam gained strength.  

In particular, Perez documents the forced labor, senseless killings, and other 
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unspeakable atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers in their desperation to hold 

onto their military colony.  Attempting to quickly fortify Guam from U.S. attacks, the 

Japanese forced many Chamorro men to build airstrips as well as “dig massive and 

elaborate tunnels in yigo and agana to connect military encampments]” ([hacha] 80).  

Perez’s grandfather, himself, who “spent two years in forced labor camps,” remembers 

being driven by soldiers each day, early in the morning to “build the airstrip in 

barrigada”: “‘their bayonets in our backs          it took us six months to cut out the hill 

to fill in the airstrip’” ([hacha] 81).  Aside from the back-breaking labor Chamorros 

were forced to perform in service of their colonizers, these men were also essentially 

starving, subsisting on such “minimal rations” as “a cup of uncooked rice after work 

and [we] were supposed to cook the rice for lunch the next day / he said ‘for two years 

i ate rice and sun and dirt’” ([hacha] 81).  Even as Perez foregrounds the exploitation 

of Chamorros at the hands of the Japanese, he also uncovers the U.S.’s complicity in 

the war, drawing our attention to the ways in which U.S. participation in WWII 

contributed to both Japanese and American colonial violence.  That is to say, not only 

did U.S. military forces contribute indirectly to Japanese colonial violence against 

Chamorros through the immense pressure they placed on Japanese soldiers, but the 

U.S. military also wrought its own devastation upon Guam’s people and lands, 

through its equally violent and colonial efforts to reclaim the island.  Alluding to the 

U.S.’s bombardment of Japanese-occupied Guam that proved instrumental in its 

efforts to re-conquer it, Perez writes,  

“do not worry about the american bombing    they cannot possibly win the war 
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the japanese 

will win the war     your families are being protected by the japanese at 

            manengon you girls have 

been chosen to serve the Taicho and afterwards you will be rewarded  

the americans have bombed and ruined 

our beautiful island     agana and agat no longer exist     so do your best to 

serve the Taicho” ([hacha] 73)  

Interestingly, while offering a glimpse into the tremendous devastation wrought by 

American bombs on Guam’s people and landscape, this fragment also shows how 

Chamorro perceptions of their colonizers shifted throughout the wartime period, 

dependent in part on Chamorro views of who would likely win the war, and therefore, 

which colonial power would next prevail over them.   

Perez also evokes the particularly horrific histories of Japanese soldiers’ 

outright murder and other atrocities towards innocent Chamorro men and women near 

the end of Japanese occupation:  

forced into caves at Fena—group after group of soldiers 

grenades, bayonets 

--and in the caves at Tinta men and women hide beneath other dead 

bodies 

“maila, maila” the soldiers said to make sure everyone was dead [come, come] 

           [ahi, play dead. close your eyes. hold your breath] 

([hacha] 73).  
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 As Keith Camacho explains, by 1944, U.S. military forces had made significant 

advances in their counter-attack against Japan, “capturing first the islands of the 

Gilberts and the Marshalls in March 1944” (49); these victories placed increasing 

pressure on Japanese soldiers to defend Guam from future U.S. attacks.  Fearful of the 

inadequacy of their defenses, and with many soldiers already “restless and hungry,” as 

well as mistrustful of the Chamorro people, Camacho writes, “Some of these soldiers 

unleashed their anxieties and frustrations on the Chamorros, a people whose loyalties 

they understood as more American than Japanese” (49).  Approximately five hundred 

Chamorros were killed through Japanese atrocities, which included “the indiscriminate 

beating, bayoneting, and shooting of individuals in caves, shallow graves, and other 

jungle areas” (Camacho 49).  In some of the most horrific of these incidents, which 

Perez alludes to in “from ta(la)ya,” Japanese soldiers herded innocent Chamorros into 

caves at Tinta and at Fena, slaughtering them mercilessly with bayonets and grenades.  

As Perez depicts, while most perished, some managed to survive by hiding beneath 

corpses and by pretending to be dead.  Through these haunting images, Perez presents 

vivid depictions of these traumatic moments of war from below, retelling them from 

the perspectives of the strong Chamorro men and women who experienced these 

tragedies, and in some cases, lived to speak of them.  As I wish to further argue, 

through such moments, where we glimpse images of Chamorro subjectivity and 

agency even in the midst of such extremely brutal circumstances, Perez’s poetry also 

underscores the powerful resistance of Chamorros to their colonial conditions. 
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 Indeed, throughout “from ta(la)ya,” just as Perez’s grandfather’s memories of 

war allow us to better understand mechanisms of colonial and military control, they 

also provide a lens through which we may better apprehend Chamorro resistance to 

these conditions.  While the brave Chamorros who managed to survive Japanese 

atrocities by hiding or “playing dead” provide one of the more dramatic (if passive) 

instances of resistance, Perez also presents us with subtler images and strategies 

through which Chamorros managed to survive their colonial conditions.  For instance, 

Perez depicts how 

  ~  
every Sunday the families and friends of the prisoners came to barbeque at the 

farm 

he remembers a game they played called batu— 

“make your hands like this” he says:   “a cup”  

he stands and steps away from the table       bends slightly to cast a 

handful of imaginary quarters in    

a perfect arc ([hacha] 73) 

Through these images, in which we see how Chamorro prisoners attempted to “make 

do” under their colonial conditions, and even continued to find moments of joy, we 

see how Chamorros’ strategies of adaptation and survival constituted an important 

form of resistance, as well.  By spending time with family members when they could, 

as well as by finding ways of diverting themselves and expressing their creativity 

through the games they invented, or through the pottery they made, Chamorro 

prisoners managed to survive their oppression and confinement under U.S. Naval rule.  
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Perez also depicts the often-veiled ways in which Chamorros expressed their critiques 

and discontentment with their colonizers.  Reproducing the lyrics to a song that his 

grandmother remembers singing while living under Japanese colonial rule, Perez 

writes,  

eighth of december nineteen forty one 

people went crazy right here in guam 

oh mr sam, sam, my dear uncle sam 

won’t you please come back to guam ([hacha] 80).   

Through the song that became popular among Chamorros during the Japanese colonial 

period, Chamorros expressed their discontentment with Japanese colonialism through 

nostalgia for the comparatively “better” conditions under U.S. Naval rule; yet, as we 

may recall, this was in spite of the fact that Chamorros had also suffered greatly and 

resisted their oppression under U.S. colonialism.  In this respect, by calling for the 

return of “Uncle Sam,” more than expressing praise or adulation for the U.S., the song 

depicted Chamorros’ extreme suffering under the Japanese, to the point where they 

saw the return of U.S. colonialism as a more favorable option.  In his own analysis of 

Chamorro musical expression during this period, Keith Camacho argues that 

Chamorro songs constituted a powerful, though “passive” form of resistance and 

critique.  He writes,  

Songs like these illustrated the creativity of a Chamorro resistance that 
often took the form of sarcasm.  Music provided a discursive means for 
Chamorros to express their frustrations with the Japanese occupation, 
as well as their desire for the return of the United States.  Outmatched 
by the Japanese military, Chamorros possessed no technical or military 
means to overthrow them.  They instead resorted to these passive forms 
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of resistance—what James C Scott called “everyday forms of peasant 
resistance”—such as song, prayer, and humor, whose overall content 
could be described as a kind of politicized spirituality. (Camacho 47-
48) 
 

Camacho stresses the importance of always situating forms of resistance within the 

specific colonial conditions out of which they emerge.  For Chamorros, music 

constituted an important mode through which they could express themselves within 

the extremely repressive environment of Japanese military rule.  In a context where 

they were clearly “outmatched by the Japanese military,” more overt and violent forms 

of rebellion were extremely dangerous for Chamorros, carrying the very real risks of 

physical violence or even death at the hands of their oppressors.187  We glimpse yet 

another instance of such a “quiet” moment of resistance, through Perez’s grandfather’s 

wartime memories of building fortifications for the Japanese, work that he performed 

against his own will.  Recalling the intricate process his grandfather went through to 

construct “machine gun encampments” for the Japanese, Perez writes,  

after they made the foundation and retaining wall   they set the concrete 

[Guahån remains one of the few official colonies in the world] 

he said he never carved his initials into the concrete     he said he even tried to 

																																																								
187 Chamorro “passive” forms of resistance might also be compared to that employed 
by African and African-American slaves suffering under the institution of slavery in 
the U.S.  Not unlike Chamorros, black slaves, in their own disguised critiques of their 
masters and overseers, sang songs to express their frustrations and discontentment 
with their colonial conditions of slavery, exploitation, and abuse.  As scholars of 
African-American culture, such as Eric J. Sundquist, have previously argued, these 
songs constituted powerful forms of resistance to their oppressors, especially when 
considered within the violent colonial conditions of American slavery, where slaves’ 
more overt acts of rebellion, such as running away or fighting back, resulted in even 
greater forms of physical abuse or death.    
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avoid leaving fingerprints 

  

the next morning they tore out the form ([hacha] 82)  

In Perez’s grandfather’s poignant act of being careful not to leave fingerprints, much 

less “carve his initials into the concrete,” we may see his symbolic refusal to take part 

in the Japanese military’s violent occupation of his home.  While Perez’s grandfather 

was in no position to refuse to work for the Japanese, as he and the other Chamorro 

workers were forced to work with bayonets pressed to their backs, he nevertheless 

found other ways of resisting, and of symbolically refusing to claim the work he did as 

his own.  In the final lines of “from ta(la)ya,” Perez reaffirms his grandfather’s refusal 

of his colonial conditions, writing, “twenty years later he would return to Guahån as 

the superintendent of the national park service war memorial / he said ‘my job was to 

preserve things that i wasn’t willing to build’” ([hacha] 82).  Here, his grandfather 

points to the irony of the situation where, twenty years after being forced to build 

fortifications for the Japanese, he returns to Guam to work for the National Park 

Service, where his job required him to preserve the same fortifications he did not 

consent to build during the war.  In this way, Perez points to still more resonances 

between Japanese and U.S. colonial powers, who each put Chamorros in the position 

of supporting their military and colonial projects in various ways; while in the case of 

Japan this coercion was certainly more direct, as Perez suggests, the U.S.’s attempts to 

“memorialize” its own participation in the war through the construction and 
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preservation of war memorials in Guam constitutes another kind of colonial violence 

that, while discursive, ultimately serves to justify its own ongoing military occupation.   

  By the end of the poem, the “talaya”—the namesake of Perez’s poem and one 

of its major, running motifs—becomes a powerful symbol unto itself, reinforcing the 

poem’s broader themes of Chamorro resistance and adaptation to colonialism.  Perez 

begins to illuminate this larger thematic trajectory through his recounting of the 

history of the “talaya,” the Chamorro “throw net” that became popular amidst the 

Spanish colonial period: 

“when the spaniards were subjugating the marianas, they compelled all 

chamorros to live on guam / and rota.  interisland trips, or even sailing beyond 

the reef, were prohibited without permission of spanish authorities.  as a 

consequence, the original chamorro flying proa disappeared by the 1780s. 

by then, most canoes on guam reflected filipino designs such as the agaraide, 

or galaide’, which were / dugouts, often without sails, with arched booms that 

connected outriggers to hulls.  the chamorros / themselves were by then no 

longer a people of the open sea, only beach-bound throwers of talaya cast  

nets to catch tiny reef fish or leisurely gatherers of non-pelagic fish with 

various seine nets”  

--Robert F. Rogers, Destiny’s Landfall: A History of Guam  

([hacha] 74)188 

																																																								
188 Perez’s historical recounting of the history of the “talaya” and “Chamorro flying 
proa” is a passage taken from Rogers’ Destiny’s Landfall: A History of Guam, a 
seminal text on the history of Guam.  Epigraphs and quotations borrowed from 
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As we learn from the fragment borrowed from Rogers’ history, in pre-contact times, 

Chamorros had been a “people of the open sea,” sophisticated in their navigational 

abilities, as well as in their development of advanced, sea-worthy vessels.  In 

particular, Chamorros’ development of the “flying proa,” the exceptionally “swift, 

light, and graceful” outrigger canoe distinctive to the Marianas, had enabled 

Chamorros to fish and travel across vast expanses of open ocean, with relative 

precision, for many generations prior to western contact.  However, in spite of the 

proa’s technical brilliance, and even superiority to other European vessels, by the 

1780s, it had nearly “disappeared,” to be replaced by other “filipino designs” intended 

for traveling much shorter distances.  Even more important is Rogers’ explanation of 

the impetus behind the disappearance of the proa, which coincided with Spanish 

colonial attempts to “reduce” and “resettle” the Chamorro population.  Whereas 

previously the Chamorro population had been widely dispersed throughout the many 

northern islands comprising the Marianas, during the late 17th century, the Spaniards 

forcefully uprooted and relocated Chamorros to the two “main” islands of Guam and 

Rota, in order to facilitate Spanish Catholic missionaries’ conversion and 

“pacification” of them.  With many Chamorros attempting to return to their home 

islands—an early and powerful form of anti-colonial resistance—“interisland trips, or 

even sailing beyond the reef” became “prohibited by Spanish authorities,” not only 

leading to the disappearance of the proa, but also causing the traditionally sea-faring 

Chamorros to increasingly become “beach-bound throwers of talaya cast nets.”  In this 

																																																																																																																																																																
historical and other texts appear throughout from unincorporated territory as one of 
the many kinds of fragments Perez uses in his poetics. 
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way, Rogers usefully situates the talaya within the specific context of Spanish colonial 

and religious efforts to control the Chamorro population: as he suggests, the talaya, as 

a Chamorro cultural object, became popular in response to Spanish colonialists’ 

attempts to restrict Chamorros’ mobility.  Prohibited from using the traditional sailing 

canoes they had fished and traveled with for generations, Chamorros became “beach-

bound,” resorting to the talaya and other “seine nets” that could be used from shore. 

Considered within the limited confines of Rogers’ passage, the talaya would 

seem to be emblematic of Spanish colonial oppression, representing Chamorros’ loss 

of mobility and ability to practice their traditional culture at the hands of their colonial 

oppressors; however, as I wish to argue here, the talaya takes on a much more 

complex and nuanced meaning within Perez’s poem.  Through Perez’s radical “re-

incorporation” of the talaya’s history, I argue, he reveals how Chamorros continued to 

persevere, looking to new forms of cultural expression and modes of survival in 

response to their colonial circumstances.  Read alongside the other images of 

Chamorro passive resistance discussed earlier, the history of the talaya testifies to the 

ways in which Chamorros continued to survive, practice their culture, and flourish, 

even in the face of such deeply oppressive and despairing conditions.  In this way, 

Perez reclaims the talaya, redeploying it as a powerful symbol of Chamorros’ 

flexibility and adaptability to their changing colonial conditions.  Indeed, the very 

form of the talaya becomes a metaphor for this radical adaptability, as Perez writes:  

. . . circumference of the . . .     [throw net: talaya] 

the size of the mesh is determined by the fish you are hunting : smaller mesh 
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 for the manahak and a larger 

mesh for the ti’ao he says “the prisoners called the mesh eyes 

remember that” to change your eyes depending on the thing hunted 

([hacha] 39)   

In this fragment, in which Perez’s grandfather instructs his grandson about the 

intricacies of the talaya, including the different sizes of “mesh” to be used in pursuit 

of different fish, he remarks tellingly, “to change your eyes depending on the thing 

hunted.”  In doing so, Perez’s grandfather teaches Perez (and us) an important lesson 

that applies as much to Guam’s colonial history as it does to the cultural practice of 

fishing: just as a fisherman must alter his actions depending on the fish hunted, 

Chamorros and other Pacific Islanders, too, must alter their tools, methods, and ways 

of seeing to the types of colonial practices and contexts facing them at different 

historical moments.  For Perez, this is a message that not only resonates in “from 

ta(la)ya,” but which also runs through much of his multi-volume collection, in many 

ways, working alongside his larger project of composing a Chamorro “long poem,” 

sensitive and particular to the ever-changing dynamics of Guam’s colonial history.  In 

the next section, I will take a closer look at some of Perez’s more recent long poetry, 

in order to demonstrate how his work has continued to respond to the specificities of 

Guam’s contemporary historical conditions of (neo)colonialism.  Published within the 

last few years, Perez’s most recent additions to his from unincorporated territory 

collection focus on the U.S.’s increasing militarization of Guam, which has 

culminated in the military build-up, and the ways in which this newest wave of 
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militarization has been interconnected with conditions of eco-imperialism presently 

facing Guam’s lands and peoples. 

 

The Military Build-Up and Contemporary Forms of (Neo)colonialism  

 Following the publication of [hacha] in 2008, Perez released two more 

volumes that would serve as a continuation of his long poem: from unincorporated 

territory: [saina] and from unincorporated territory: [guma’].  Published in 2010 and 

2014, respectively, [saina] and [guma’] follow in the footsteps of Perez’s first book, 

exploring many of the same themes, as well as experimenting with similar modernist 

techniques.  In an epigraph that appears near the outset of [saina], Perez alludes to his 

second (and third) works as a continuation of the first:  

   But again it 

begins again. 

   Book of sand, book 

of salt, book of 

   water . . .   

 nathaniel mackey  

 from “Tonu Soy” (16).   

This sense of Perez’s deliberate extension of many of the themes and formal strategies 

previously explored is further evident through his revisiting of multiple “threaded 

poems” begun in [hacha] in his recent works.  Among the poems taken up again are 

“from ta(la)ya,” discussed at length in the previous section, “from tidelands” and 

“from aerial roots.”  While some of these threaded poems span the first two volumes, 
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in other cases, Perez begins a poem in the first book only to continue it in the third; 

still other poems span the second and third books, or perhaps begin in one of the 

volumes, to be taken up again in the future.  In this way, I have argued, Perez’s 

threaded poems create inherent links between his individual books, facilitating the 

reader’s ability to perceive the connections across vast historical periods.  However, 

and as I also wish to foreground in this section, Perez’s long form techniques 

conversely afford him the possibility of revising, changing, and updating his poetry in 

response to new historical circumstances.  As history continues to unfold, Perez’s 

elongated techniques allow him to respond to the particularities of the historical 

moment, and to use his poetry in order to reflect the changing colonial conditions 

affecting Guam and its people.  I would argue that this is perhaps the greatest strength 

of Perez’s overall poetic method: its dialectical and historically responsive approach, 

which seeks to embody continuities and differences within a single form. 

 In this section, I hope to further illuminate the relationships between form and 

content in from unincorporated territory, by demonstrating how Perez’s more recent 

works reflect the particularities of 21st century (neo)colonial Guam.  Through a closer 

analysis of Perez’s [saina] and [guma’], I demonstrate how the poems included in 

these works prove responsive towards and reflective of the specific historical moments 

out of which they emerge.  Composed and published in the years leading up to the 

proposed military build-up on Guam, [saina] and [guma’] function to critique the 

U.S.’s contemporary “hyper-militarization” of the island.  By presenting images and 

fragments surrounding the military build-up alongside fragments from Guam’s 
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militarized and colonial past, Perez demonstrates how the build-up constitutes a 

continuation of the U.S.’s geopolitical exploitation of the island and its people.  

However, in addition to uncovering the continuities between Guam’s past and present 

military legacies, I argue that many of the poems in [saina] and [guma’] hone in on 

the newer forms and mechanisms of (neo)colonial control.  Much of Perez’s recent 

poetry considers the ways in which contemporary military and colonial processes have 

taken the form of pollution, nuclear contamination, and other ecological forms of 

imperialism; while posing deadly hazards to Chamorro lands, waters, and health, these 

newer colonial forms also prove distinctive from earlier ones in that they are less 

easily perceptible and more difficult to resist; in this way, Perez also points to the need 

for updated strategies of anti-colonial resistance.  Above all, by pointing to the 

connections between processes of militarization and eco-imperialism, I argue, Perez 

helps us to understand both the similarities and differences among past, present, and 

future colonialisms in the Pacific. 

 

If [hacha] focused on the intersecting histories of militarization and 

colonialism in Guam, and the complexities implicit in these histories, then in [saina] 

and [guma’], Perez’s focus is more immediate, situated in the political urgencies of 

21st century Guam.  This is certainly due to the important developments and upheavals 

that took place in the years surrounding the publication of Perez’s volumes, in 2010 

and 2014.  During this period, the U.S. was projecting a huge shift in military 

personnel from its bases on Okinawa to Guam, as well as massive increases in military 
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projects and spending as part of its broader strategic shift towards Asia and the Pacific.  

Significantly, the proposed transfer of troops had been the result of long-term 

negotiations between the U.S. and Japan over the relocation of military bases, 

negotiations that had been sparked by widespread protests against the U.S. military 

presence in Okinawa.  Since 1945, when U.S. troops invaded Okinawa—a Japanese 

prefecture from the late 19th century—establishing a strong military presence there, the 

Okinawan peoples had expressed tremendous opposition to the U.S.’s bases, and to the 

many ill effects associated with militarization.189  Among the ills, Okinawans 

protested the often gendered forms of oppression that attended U.S. militarization, 

including conditions of sexual harassment, prostitution, and rape inflicted on local 

Okinawan women and girls.  For instance, the 1995 rape of a 12-year-old Okinawan 

girl by American servicemen sparked large protests in Okinawa.190  However, in their 

introduction to Perilous Memories, Fujitani, White, and Yoneyama discuss the rape 

case as “only the most outrageous recent incident in a long history of U.S. physical 

																																																								
189 A formerly independent island, Okinawa did not become a Japanese prefecture 
until 1879, when Japan forcibly annexed the Ryukyu archipelago.  The Japanese then 
attempted to eliminate the language, culture, and religious practices of the islands, 
creating a legacy of hostility between Okinawans and Japanese that persists even 
today.  In this respect, though Okinawa is now widely considered to be “part of” 
Japan, it was also (and continues to be) a separate island and culture, distinct from 
“mainland” Japan.  
190 Yet, in spite of the U.S. military’s repressive and “barbaric” treatment of them, 
Okinawans resisted their occupation in ways that were largely non-violent and 
unaggressive.  In her essay, “Memories of War and Okinawa,” historian and activist 
Ishihara Masaie discusses Okinawans’ “non-violent” forms of opposition to U.S. 
militarization after 1945.  She writes, “The strongest Okinawan responses were always 
peaceful measures, primarily strikes and street demonstrations.  They persistently 
demanded restoration of human rights and unconditional removal of all military bases, 
petitioning both the American military and the Japanese government” (Masaie 103). 
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and sexual violence against local residents” (13).  As Okinawan anti-military 

sentiment strengthened, converging with South Korean and Japanese struggles for 

U.S. de-militarization, the U.S. began negotiations with Japan, finally agreeing in a 

2005 “bilateral pact” to relocate approximately 8,000 U.S. Marines and their 

dependents from Okinawa to Guam.  As part of their negotiations, Japan pledged to 

support the U.S. move by contributing $6 billion towards construction and relocation 

costs for the massive transfer of soldiers (Kirk and Natividad).191 

In this way, through the U.S.’s most recent military build-up on Guam, we 

may see the complex resonances between past and present colonialisms and 

militarisms at work.  Just as WWII was the product of competing Japanese and U.S. 

imperialisms over Pacific territories, we see how U.S. militarization continues to be 

crucially shaped by its ongoing competition with Japan, as well as with other 

emerging global Empires, such as China, for geopolitical control over the Pacific.  On 

the one hand, the U.S. and Japan’s joint decision to shift troops to Guam resonates 

with each nation’s prior histories of exploitation of Pacific territories.  Confronted 

with growing resistance from Okinawan, Japanese, and other East Asian anti-military 

struggles, the U.S. turned to Guam as an alternative site for its troops that would be 

more “friendly” towards American militarization.  As a U.S. territory, Guam offered 

military planners complete “autonomy” over Chamorro lands and peoples, without 

having to negotiate with another national government.  In the words of Pacific Air 

																																																								
191 Japan would later reduce its projected contribution to support the U.S.’s transfer of 
troops to $3.1 billion, in an announcement that followed re-negotiations between U.S. 
and Japanese officials (Limtiaco). 
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Forces Commander, Gen. William J. Begert, “Guam, first of all, is U.S. territory.  I 

don’t need overflight rights.  I don’t need landing rights.  I always have permission to 

go to Guam.  It might as well be California or New Jersey” (Brooke).  By contrast, in 

the case of the U.S.’s foreign bases on Okinawa, and in other places such as the 

Philippines, foreign governments, pressured by local anti-military struggles, could 

decide that they no longer wished to support or house the U.S.’s bases.192  

Furthermore, Guam’s special designation as an “unincorporated territory” allowed the 

U.S. to execute its plans with particular “impunity,” as Chamorros possessed only 

limited citizenship rights that denied them the power to influence federal policies 

affecting their lands and peoples.193   

But, even as the U.S.-Japanese pact reflected the countries’ ongoing colonial 

(and military) rivalry, I wish to suggest that it also represented the two Empires’ 

colonial collaboration.  Through their bilateral agreement, Japan essentially agreed to 

support the intensification of U.S. militarism on Guam, at Chamorros’ expense, in 

exchange for the U.S.’s partial de-militarization of Okinawa, one of Japan’s own long-

time colonies.  In this respect, we see how U.S. and Japanese Empires both compete 

and collaborate with each other at different times, ultimately subordinating the rights 

																																																								
192 In the Philippines, for instance, widespread protests of the U.S. military led to the 
closure of all American bases, including the Subic Bay Naval Station in 1992.  
According to a recent article in the New York Times, “The base [Subic Bay Naval 
Station], which had been a cornerstone of the United States’ military presence in Asia, 
was a casualty of some Filipinos’ sense that the facility served as a painful reminder of 
decades of American rule” (Whaley).  In this respect, Filipino protests of U.S. bases 
were interconnected with broader anti-colonial struggles against the long history of 
U.S. colonialism in the Philippines. 
193 See the introduction to this chapter for a more detailed examination of Guam’s 
status as an unincorporated territory and its disempowerment of Chamorros. 
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of Chamorros and Okinawans to Japanese and U.S. interests; this is evident as neither 

Chamorros nor Okinawans were consulted, nor allowed to participate in the decision-

making process that would so crucially impact them.  For this reason, Shigematsu and 

Camacho argue that Chamorro and Okinawan struggles for de-militarization must be 

seen as intertwined.  As the authors suggest, while Okinawans may celebrate their own 

de-militarization to an extent, this is made possible by a deepening of the U.S. military 

occupation elsewhere.  According to Shigematsu and Camacho, “While Okinawan 

women welcome the demilitarization of their bodies and lands, that understanding 

comes with the knowledge that Chamorros and others will be further militarized in 

more ways than one” (xxiii).  Put another way, the build-up demonstrates how projects 

of U.S. and Japanese colonialisms and militarization continually shift from region to 

region, depending on the specific needs of Empire and, if this is the case, then any 

local anti-colonial or de-militarization struggle cannot remain local, but must be 

necessarily global in scope. 

However, the build-up on Guam must also be understood in terms of the U.S.’s 

broader geopolitical “pivot” of its military forces towards Asia and the Pacific, a “re-

alignment” in which China figures as the U.S.’s newest colonial (and capitalist) 

competitor.  Whereas during WWII Japan was one of the U.S.’s main rivals (and, prior 

to that, it was other various European powers), it is widely acknowledged that China 

has risen to the fore as the U.S.’s newest competitor, due to the nation’s increasing 

dominance of global capitalist markets.  In a speech delivered to the Australian 

Parliament in November 2011, President Obama alluded to this new “rebalancing” of 
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forces, stating, “As a Pacific nation, the United States will play a larger and long-term 

role in shaping this region and its future” (Bumiller).  Within this re-alignment, the 

U.S.’s military colonies in the Pacific are once again of critical strategic significance, 

only now because of their proximity to China.  By shifting U.S. troops and weaponry 

to its bases in the surrounding region, effectively building up its military presence 

there, the U.S. therefore prepares itself for future conflicts with China and its allies 

over global hegemonic control.  While posing a clear economic threat, the U.S. has 

viewed the Chinese as a growing military threat, as well.  U.S. military analysts have 

pointed to China’s own “rapid military modernization” as a major “security threat” in 

the region.  According to a 2005 New York Times article, “The Pentagon now believes 

that China has purchased or built enough amphibious assault ships, submarines, 

fighter jets, and short-range missiles to pose an immediate threat to Taiwan and to any 

American force that might come to Taiwan’s aid” (Yardley and Shanker).194  In this 

way, the U.S. and China’s dueling military build-ups anticipate the possibility of yet 

another major world war breaking out between competing Empires, but now involving 

increasingly advanced technological weaponry, and with the potential for even more 

catastrophic (and possibly nuclear) destruction.  Furthermore, it is the local and 

indigenous Pacific Islanders, once again caught in the crossfires of these inter-

imperialist battles, who have the most to lose in the U.S.’s plans to “hyper-militarize” 

the Pacific.   

																																																								
194 Fueled by its “booming economy,” between 2002 and 2004, China also launched 
13 attack submarines and built “23 ships that can ferry tanks, armored vehicles and 
troops across the 100-mile [Taiwanese] strait” (Yardley and Shanker).   
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While other Pacific Island nations have been impacted by the U.S. re-

alignment as well, such as Australia, where the U.S. has projected a similar build-up 

of troops and weapons, Guam has figured most prominently within U.S. plans due to 

its “prime” location in the western Pacific, in close proximity to the East China Sea.195  

By moving ships and submarines to Guam, U.S. forces can respond more swiftly to 

potential Chinese attacks, cutting “the tyranny of distance” by trimming five days off a 

Pacific crossing.  Likewise, military planners value Guam for its “surge capacity,” or 

the island’s potential to “quickly swell with planes, submarines, and ships” in a 

military emergency (Brooke).  Hence, also entailed in the impending build-up is a 

significant intensification of weaponry and other military resources on Guam, 

including the addition of some of the most sophisticated (and destructive) technology 

possessed by the U.S. military.  Among the new weapons and technology projected to 

be shifted to Guam: three Global Hawk surveillance aircraft, or “unmanned 

surveillance planes”; B-52 bombers (to be home-based on Guam), B-1 Supersonic 

Strike aircraft and B-2 Stealth bombers (to be rotated through Guam from bases in 

Hawai‘i, Alaska, and the continental U.S.); as well as Ballistic Missile Defense 

technology capable of intercepting incoming missiles and other potential attacks (Kirk 

and Natividad; Schmitt).  In addition, while Guam already houses three of the U.S.’s 

nuclear-powered submarines, the U.S. has plans to expand Guam’s nuclear capacities 

																																																								
195 In 2012, the U.S. sent 250 United States Marines, “the first of 2,500 to be deployed 
to Australia,” where they “trained with the Australian army near the port city of 
Darwin and with other militaries in Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia.”  In addition, 
the U.S. also had plans to send “four American littoral combat ships, fast new vessels 
meant to keep a watch on the Chinese Navy” to Singapore (Bumiller). 
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even further, by building the infrastructure to house additional nuclear submarines, as 

well as a berth for a nuclear aircraft carrier.  In this respect, we see that what is at stake 

for Chamorros and other Pacific Islanders is nothing less than the very future of their 

islands and peoples.  Given Guam’s growing involvement not only in the arms race 

between Empires, but also in the race for nuclear capabilities, as human rights attorney 

Julian Aguon has argued, “Guam is fast becoming the first-strike target in any 

altercation between the US and China and/or North Korea” (9).  And, if this is the 

case, the next inter-imperialist conflict among Empires could very well end in a 

situation, not unlike that experienced by Marshall Islanders, where Chamorros must 

contend with the future nuclear contamination and/or annihilation of their lands and 

peoples. 

Faced with such momentous and potentially irreversible threats, however, the 

people of Guam have not remained silent.  On the contrary, there has been a massive 

amount of discussion, debate, and dissent amongst Chamorros concerning the build-up 

and its impact.  While some of Guam’s business leaders, who themselves had much to 

gain from the projected “boom” in military construction, hailed the build-up for the 

“boost” it would give the island’s economy, many more from the wider Chamorro 

community expressed concern about its negative ramifications for Guam’s peoples, 

lands, and environment.  In their critical essay, “Fortress Guam: Resistance to US 

Military Mega-Build-up,” Gwyn Kirk and Lisa Natividad document the multiple 

modes and forums through which Chamorros expressed their resistance to the build-

up.  Many of these forums consisted of public meetings established by the military and 
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by community leaders for Chamorros to voice their concerns.  For instance, in April 

2007, when the military held Environmental Impact meetings in Guam, Saipan, and 

Tinian, “some 800 people attended and over 900 comments were received.  Concerns 

included social, economic and cultural factors, international safety, law enforcement, 

transportation and infrastructure issues, marine resources/ecology, air quality, water 

quality, and overloading limited resources and services” (Kirk and Natividad).  

Likewise, in November 2009, when the official Draft Environmental Impact Statement 

(DEIS) regarding the build-up was released, a “nine-volume document totaling some 

11,000 pages,” the public was given a “90-day period” to read and comment on the 

document.  According to Kirk and Natividad, “In response, there was an outpouring of 

community concern expressed in town hall meetings, community events, and letters to 

the press.”  While some of these forums had been orchestrated by the U.S. military, as 

outlets for Chamorro frustration, other significant opportunities for dissent occurred at 

the grassroots level, as well, emerging directly out of the Chamorro community.  For 

instance, organizers and academics worked to create educational spaces and public 

forums for community education and discussion about the build-up, including talks 

delivered by academics and activists from Guam, Okinawa, Japan, and Hawai‘i.  

Chamorros protested the build-up at the international level, as well.  At the October 

2008 meeting of the United Nations Special Committee on Decolonization, Chamorro 

representatives expressed their opposition to the military expansion, arguing that the 

U.S.’s “hyper-militarization” of Guam posed “grave threats to Chamorro people’s 

right to self-determination” (Kirk and Natividad).  In this way, even as the U.S. 
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attempted to impose its strategic plans upon Guam and its peoples, the Chamorro 

peoples powerfully resisted, and continue to resist, their militarization by speaking out 

against the build-up and their ongoing conditions of colonial and military oppression. 

 

Significantly, in both from unincorporated territory: [saina] and from 

unincorporated territory: [guma’], one of the primary ways in which the military 

build-up is registered is through Perez’s representation of Chamorro voices of dissent.  

Each of his recent books includes poems in which Perez incorporates lengthy 

fragments taken from “testimonials” and from other documents in which Chamorros 

have publicly spoken out against the build-up.  In “from tidelands,” included in 

[saina], much of the poem consists of fragments from testimony given at the 2008 

meeting of the United Nations Special Committee on Decolonization: 

1  hafa adai distinguished members of the united nations special 

political and decolonization committee (fourth committee) and chairman, his 

excellency mr. jorge arguello, 

 my name is craig santos perez and i’m a poet and native son of guam.  i 

represent the guahan indigenous collective, a grassroots organization 

committed to keeping chamoru culture alive thru public education and artistic 

expression.  i’m here to testify about the fangs of ([saina] 17) 

  As we learn from the “acknowledgments” page at the end of [saina], Perez, 

himself, was one of several Chamorro representatives in attendance, and the fragments 

are taken from testimony presented on behalf of the “guahan indigenous collective,” 
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“a grassroots organization committed to keeping chamoru culture alive thru public 

education and artistic expression.”196  Like the other members of the Chamorro 

delegation, each representing different groups or organizations, Perez attended the 

meeting to convey the perspectives of his Chamorro constituencies, who stood in 

opposition to the U.S.’s planned build-up.  The fragments of testimony featured in 

“from tidelands” address an array of interrelated issues and concerns, which together, 

advance a scathing critique of the U.S. military presence and its negative implications 

for Chamorros.  In this way, I wish to argue, Perez deploys these and other testimonial 

fragments deliberately and strategically, as a means of amplifying Chamorro 

perspectives of the build-up and of U.S. militarization.  By “re-incorporating” them in 

his poetry, Perez works to recover Chamorro voices of resistance that would typically 

remain marginalized by more traditional historical narratives or media sources.  I 

argue that Perez’s inclusion of such testimonial fragments—a technique that once 

again borrows heavily from modernist collage techniques—offers one of the most 

powerful ways in which his text contributes to the production of revisionist and anti-

colonial histories (and struggles) from below. 

In “from tidelands,” this sense that Perez’s poetry is engaged in the retrieval of 

marginal voices is reflected in the poem’s very formal structure.  Like many of Perez’s 

poems, “from tidelands” is highly experimental, both in terms of its deviation from 

																																																								
196 In his acknowledgments, Perez writes, “on 10/7/08 i traveled to new york with a 
delegation of chamorus to testify to the united nations special political and 
decolonization committee [fourth committee].  the delegation included victoria-lola 
leon guerrero, representing i nasion chamoru, michael a. tun’cap representing 
famoksaiyan, and aileen quan, who read a testimony prepared by guam senator vicente 
pangelinan.  the text in the footnotes presents my testimony” ([saina] 131). 
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conventional lyric verse, but even more so in terms of the poem’s formatting, or the 

way in which words are arranged spatially on the page.  Most notably, in each of the 

segments that comprise “from tidelands” Perez’s testimonial fragments appear not in 

the main body of the text, but in the form of footnotes positioned at the bottom of the 

page.197  In addition to their subordinated positioning, these footnotes additionally 

appear using the strike through typographical function, which makes Perez’s words 

appear as though under erasure.  Perez deploys these and other specific formal 

techniques for political purposes, mirroring the U.S. military’s attempts to 

“subordinate” and “erase” Chamorro perspectives and voices of resistance.   

Elsewhere, Perez has offered his insights into the political significance of the 

footnote form, an experimental technique that has also been used in recent years by 

Chamorro writer and scholar, Michael Lujan Bevacqua.  In his analysis of Bevacqua’s 

poem, “My Island Is One Big American Footnote” (2009), Perez discusses the 

footnote as analogous to how “Guam and the Chamorro people are simply footnotes to 

the American empire that no one bothers to learn about.  The footnotes, sitting ‘on the 

bottom of every red whitewashed and blue page’ are the borderlands, the ‘narrow 

margins,’ the ‘small islands of text’ at the ‘margins of national importance’” (Perez, 

“Singing” 160).  Perez sees the footnote as a kind of physical representation or 

manifestation, at the level of form, that functions to illuminate the marginalization of 

Guam and its people by “American empire.”  Like a footnote that remains dismissed 

																																																								
197 Each of the poetic segments comprising “from tidelands” is also subtitled 
sequentially with a raised superscript (e.g. “from tidelands1,” “from tidelands2,” and so 
on), further illustrating Perez’s experimentation with the footnote form. 
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and relegated to the bottom of the page, he suggests that the Chamorro peoples suffer 

a similarly subordinated existence.  However, the footnote also provides the poet a 

means of actively resisting this subjugation.  Perez writes, “The footnote’s agency is 

that it acts as evidence of America’s imperialism.  Living as a footnote encourages the 

poet to demand America to ‘[l]eave us to determine self-fully!  A text of our own!’” 

(“Singing” 160).  In this way, the footnote is re-envisioned as a powerful form of 

resistance, through which the indigenous poet may rise up from beneath the 

“hegemonic text” to challenge its own “marginal position” (Perez, “Singing” 160). 

In “from tidelands,” then, Perez’s footnotes can be read as subversive tools 

mobilized in order to turn dominant narratives of colonialism and militarization on 

their head.  By footnoting (as well as striking through) testimony given at the U.N. 

special committee meeting, Perez draws our attention to the ways in which Chamorro 

voices and critical responses to the build-up have been typically silenced and/or 

erased.  In the dominant media, journalists’ representations have clearly favored U.S. 

military perspectives.  By presenting the majority of Guam’s people as supporting and 

even inviting the build-up for its supposed economic benefits, the media has 

threatened to elide the various forms of Chamorro dissent towards U.S. plans.  

Likewise, the U.S. military’s own overarching strategic objectives, which claim that 

the build-up is necessary towards the ensuring of U.S. and global security, position 

Chamorro interests and responses as of lesser importance to those of the U.S. (and 

global community).  Against these various attempts to erase and subordinate 
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Chamorro voices, Perez’s footnotes act to symbolically re-claim and foreground 

Chamorro voices as central and powerful to Guam’s continuing historical narrative(s). 

But, even as “from tidelands” proves experimental on a formal level, so too 

does it prove challenging in terms of its historical content.  “From tidelands” also 

launches a powerful relational critique of the military build-up by drawing vital 

connections between a host of pressing environmental, health, and other contemporary 

(and historical) issues facing Guam and its peoples.  Within the footnote sections, in 

particular, Perez discusses these seemingly disconnected phenomena not as random or 

incidental, but as part of a larger whole, whereby Chamorros’ natural environment, 

health, and liberty all hang in the balance in the face of U.S. militarization.  In this 

respect, form and content of “from tidelands” work together to present an alternative 

viewpoint of the build-up as only the latest extension of U.S. colonialism, 

militarization, and capitalist exploitation of Guam and its peoples. 

It is in the second segment of Perez’s poem, “from tidelands2,” that the highly 

complex, often allegorical dimensions of this relational critique begin to unfold. Perez 

writes, in another footnote that appears under erasure,  

2  militarization and colonialism destroying the chamoru people of 

guam these fangs dig deep. during and immediately after world war two, 

brown tree snakes invaded guam as stowaways on u.s. naval cargo ships. by 

1968, the snakes colonized the entire island, their population reaching a density 

of 13,000 per square mile. as a result, guam’s seabirds, 10 of 13 endemic 
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species of forest birds, 2 of 3 native mammals, and 6 of 10 native species of 

lizards have all gone extinct. 

the u.s. plans to introduce   this time intentionally   a more familiar 

breed of predators to guam: ([saina] 38) 

Perez recalls the particular historical moment when brown tree snakes—an extremely 

aggressive and invasive species—were first introduced to Guam.  The voracious 

snakes, which arrived “as stowaways on u.s. naval cargo ships” in the post-WWII 

period, would rapidly multiply, consuming and stamping out much of Guam’s 

indigenous animal life over the next several decades.  In this way, we are reminded of 

the ecological consequences that have often attended U.S. militarization.  As a direct 

result of the brown tree snake, not only did numerous native species become extinct, 

but the “persistent serpents” became so numerous that they were sometimes known to 

attack small children (Rogers 262).  Aside from this specific historical legacy of 

ecological devastation, however, in “from tidelands” the brown tree snake serves an 

even more important allegorical function.  Through the figure of the snake and its 

subsequent “invasion,” Perez allegorizes the U.S. military build-up and its threats to 

“overtake” the island and its indigenous peoples.  We perceive the beginnings of this 

interpretation at the outset of the passage, cited above, as Perez makes reference to the 

“fangs” of “militarization and colonialism,” which “dig deep” within the Chamorro 

peoples; Perez further alludes to “the u.s. plans to introduce   this time intentionally   a 

more familiar breed of predators to guam:” ([saina] 38).  For Perez, like the 

aggressive, alien species that would wipe out so much of Guam’s indigenous life, the 
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massive shift of U.S. troops and weaponry carries associations of a similarly menacing 

quality for Chamorros.   

Subsequent poetic segments reveal just how fitting an allegory this proves to 

be.  In “ginen tidelands3” Perez refers to the “estimated 19,000 military personnel and 

20,000 of their dependents, along with numerous overseas businesses and 20,000 

contract workers to support the military build up” projected to arrive on Guam due to 

the U.S. military’s pivot ([saina] 45).  “Add this to the 14,000 military personnel 

already on guam,” Perez continues, “and that’s a combined total of 73,000 

outnumbering the entire chamoru population on guam” ([saina] 45).  Citing the 

swelling ranks of military personnel, dependents, and support staff slated for 

relocation to Guam, Perez draws a provocative parallel to the invasive snakes that 

quickly multiplied to overwhelm the island.  But, Perez also employs the allegory in 

order to elucidate how Chamorros may become further politically disenfranchised as 

yet another indirect consequence of the build-up.  If, as Perez writes, the Chamorro 

population is “outnumbered” by Guam’s many non-indigenous residents, then “this 

hyper militarization poses grave implications for our human right to self-determination 

because the u.s. currently asserts that its citizens   this transient population   have a 

‘constitutional’ right to vote in our plebiscite” ([saina] 45).  As previously discussed, 

Chamorros’ ability to participate in the political process already proves greatly limited 

by Guam’s unincorporated status, but Perez points to the ways in which the build-up 

could exacerbate Chamorros’ already diminished political power.  In the final segment 

of the poem, “ginen tidelands10,” Perez extends the allegory further still, to insinuate 
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that the unprecedented population increase due to the build-up could even contribute 

to Chamorros’ potential “extinction.”  Referring to the statistical decline of the 

Chamorro population that has occurred over time (“chamorus constituted 45 percent of 

guam’s population in 1980; in 1990, 43 percent; in 2000, 37 percent”), Perez points to 

the ways in which the “planned influx of non-chamorus,” which “will increase guam’s 

overall population by about 30 percent,” could cause history to “repeat itself”: like the 

introduction of “foreign snakes” that resulted in “fewer native birds,” the dramatic 

increase in non-Chamorros could result in a similar fate for the already “endangered” 

Chamorro population ([saina] 127).   

If, in the third segment of the poem, Perez levels his allegorical interpretation 

at Chamorros’ outnumbering by their non-indigenous counterparts, then in the 

remaining poetic segments his primary focus is the myriad environmental implications 

of the build-up, and the threats they pose to Chamorros’ health.  In “from tidelands4,” 

Perez addresses the effects the “long history of militarization on guam” has had on 

“our environmental, social, physical and cultural health” ([saina] 45, 60).  He writes, 

since world war 

two, military dumping and nuclear testing has contaminated the pacific with 

pcb’s and radiation. in addition, pcb’s and other military toxic waste have 

choked the breath out of the largest barrier reef system of guam, poisoning fish 

and fishing grounds” (Perez, [saina] 60).   

Recalling the history of “military dumping and nuclear testing” in the Pacific, Perez 

foregrounds the ways in which projects of U.S. colonialism and militarization have 
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resulted in the environmental degradation of Oceanic lands and waters.  Similar to the 

Marshall Islands, during WWII and in the post-war period, Guam became a dumping 

ground for numerous kinds of toxic waste produced by the military, from nuclear 

waste and pcb’s, or “polychlorinated biphenyls,” to a host of other dangerous 

pollutants.  Due to the long-term nature of such contamination, as well as the U.S.’s 

refusal to take responsibility for its mess, many of these pollutants continue to linger 

in Guam’s environment today.  Chronicling the numerous chemicals that can still be 

found in Chamorro lands and waters, Perez writes,  

eighty contaminated military dumpsites 

still exist on guam. the now civilian ordot landfill (a former world war two 

military dumpsite) contains . . . 17 toxic chemicals, including arsenic, lead, 

chromium, pcb’s, and cyanide. the same 17 pollutants are also found in the 

landfills located over the island’s aquifer at andersen air force base in northern 

guam. ([saina] 67, 83)  

By depicting how WWII-era military dumpsites, such as the infamous “Ordot Dump,” 

continue to leach chemicals into Guam’s lands and aquifers, now more than fifty years 

later, Perez illuminates the insidious as well as long-term consequences of the 

military’s environmental colonialism.  Moreover, through these older instances of 

military dumping, Perez interrogates the U.S.’s current proposals to shift still more of 

its toxic weaponry, equipment, and vehicles to Guam.  Citing more recent examples, 

where “the uss houston, a u.s. navy nuclear submarine home ported on guam, leaked 

trace amounts of radioactivity into our waters,” or when “at least 3 other military 
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aircrafts have crashed in or near andersen air force base,” Perez demonstrates how the 

U.S. military’s new arsenal of weapons and technology will undoubtedly contribute to 

Guam’s further pollution ([saina] 60, 107).    

More importantly still, Perez goes on to to reveal the vital connections between 

the metaphorical health of Guam’s lands and waters, on the one hand, and the physical 

health of Chamorro peoples and bodies, on the other.  In “from tidelands8,” Perez 

writes, 

 u.s colonial presence has not only damaged our bodies of land and water, but 

it’s deteriorated our physical bodies as well. the military used guam as a 

decontamination site during its nuclear testing in the 1970s, which resulted in 

massive radiation and agent orange and purple exposure. high incidences of 

various kinds of cancer and neurodegenerative diseases, such amyothrophic 

lateral sclerosis, parkinsonism dementia, and lytico botig plague the chamoru 

people. toxic chemicals have snaked into our ([saina] 107) 

Chamorros, like the indigenous peoples of the Marshall Islands, Pohnpei, and other 

parts of the Pacific, suffer higher rates of cancer, brain disorders, and many other types 

of disease.  For Perez, however, these statistics are no accident, but once again 

intimately tied to the “u.s. colonial presence” that has not only “damaged our bodies of 

land and water,” but which has “deteriorated our physical bodies.”  Once again, 

Perez’s continuation of the brown tree snake allegory becomes the key to unlocking 

these connections.  Using the “insidious” figure of the snake as a metaphor, Perez 

writes, “toxic chemicals have snaked into our”; while the sentence drops off mid-way, 
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Perez uses the comparison to imply that the presence of “toxic chemicals” in Guam 

has functioned to subtly infiltrate the bodies of Chamorro peoples.  Not unlike the 

slow forms of nuclear poisoning discussed in chapter two, Perez illuminates how 

Chamorros’ bodies are gradually poisoned by toxic chemicals over time, by drinking 

from aquifers tainted by military waste, by consuming fish and other foods 

contaminated by “pcbs,” and by otherwise living within environments where they are 

exposed to a variety of harmful substances.  For this reason, Perez concludes, 

Chamorros suffer disproportionately higher rates of ailments ranging from “multiple 

sclerosis, alzheimer’s, [and] renal dysfunction,” to “deafness, blindness, epilepsy, 

seizures, arthritis, anemia, stillbirths, and infertility” ([saina] 114).  Yet, even as these 

statistics are widely known (and experienced by Chamorros on a daily basis), they are 

not always seen as directly related to the ecological devastation perpetrated by the 

U.S. military.  The precise “causes” of many of these ailments are also often difficult, 

if not, impossible to pinpoint, due to the multiple other variables—also related to 

Guam’s overall neocolonial condition—that may converge with the military’s 

environmental colonialism to produce such wide-ranging sickness.  Several recent 

studies have pointed to conditions of poverty, cultural alienation, physical and 

psychological stress experienced by colonized peoples as important contributing 

factors to the higher incidences of cancer and ailments common among Pacific 

Islanders.198  As I wish to suggest, it is precisely these insidious qualities of the health 

																																																								
198 For instance, see Giff Johnson’s article, “Study Calls Marshall Islands’ Cancer 
Rate Extreme.”  According to the article, which cites recent scientific research, the 
“alarming” cancer rates among Marshall Islanders were attributed to “a combination 
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problems facing Chamorros, which not only prove difficult to identify in their 

environmental contamination, but that are also often difficult to diagnose in the human 

body, that characterize the new, “neocolonial” health problems confronting many 

indigenous peoples.   

Finally, it is not only the military that is responsible for this legacy of 

environmental colonialism on Guam; as Perez illustrates in other poems from [saina], 

the tourist industry has also been complicit with the spoiling of Guam’s lands, waters 

(and physical bodies), as well.  In “from all with ocean views,” Perez indicts 

multinational tour companies who, in a similar way to the military, exploit Guam’s 

lands and natural resources for their own gain.  Seeking only to turn a profit, these 

global conglomerates regularly treat Guam’s lands, waters, and peoples as disposable 

commodities, whether it be through the illegal dumping of trash in Guam’s 

overextended landfills, the ruining of Guam’s beautiful beaches and shorelines, or the 

exploitation of low-wage Chamorro service workers within its beach-front resorts.  

Referring to the way in which the U.S. military and global tourism “‘vie / for space 

barbed / wire and beaches,’” Perez depicts how the dual industries compete (and 

collaborate) with each other over Guam’s precious lands and resources, re-imagined 

and commodified as “‘an island jewel’” ([saina] 47).  In this way, Perez’s poetry 

draws an additional correlation between militarization and tourism as related 

processes, intertwined by the impulses to exploit and degrade Guam’s lands, peoples, 

																																																																																																																																																																
of exposure to nuclear test fallout and malnutrition and other factors associated with 
rapid westernization” (Johnson, “Study”).   



	

 

329 

and resources.199  By forging such connections that are often difficult to discern within 

Guam’s fragmentary neocolonial context, Perez’s poetry helps the reader see how the 

health and environmental problems currently facing Chamorros are not isolated issues, 

but part and parcel of larger processes of colonialism, militarization, and global 

capitalism, and that it is only by resisting these larger structures that any positive 

change may be brought about. 

 

Conclusion: [Guma’] and Emergent Structures of Resistance  

 

DEIS Public Comment : “You are forcing us to choose between the destruction 

of our race, our homeland, and our culture, or to rise up against you in the hope 

that we may preserve something for our children and the generations to 

follow” 

--hoi… I love reading these quotes you’ve been putting up.  Gives me 

strength and reminds why we do the work that we do.  Guiaya hao, p.s. 

gonna start stealing yr quotes and reposting 

    --Craig Santos Perez, “ginen fatal impact statements” 

 

In from unincorporated territory: [guma’], Perez’s most current work to date, 

Chamorro testimonial fragments play a similarly key role, a formal decision that, once 

																																																								
199 See Teresia K. Teaiwa’s seminal essay, “bikinis and other s/pacific n/oceans,” in 
which the author similarly draws connections between tourist and militarist 
conceptions of the Pacific, coining the term “militourism” to describe the industries’ 
collusion. 
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again, acts to recover and amplify Chamorro voices of resistance.  Nowhere is this use 

of testimony clearer or more self-conscious than in the poem, “ginen fatal impact 

statements,” yet another of Perez’s collage works.  As we come to discover, the text of 

“ginen fatal impact statements” is almost exclusively composed of fragments of local 

and Chamorro community testimony, submitted in response to the official 2009 Draft 

Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the build-up.  When the final DEIS 

document was published—a “totalizing” document unto itself that was supposed to 

detail the potential environmental, social, and cultural consequences of the build-up 

for Guam and its people—the public was given a 90-day period to read and comment 

on it.  In spite of the short period allotted for feedback—an issue which itself became a 

major point of contention—approximately “10,000 comments” were received, and 

these comments were eventually published as “Volume Ten of the Final 

Environmental Impact Statement” ([guma’] 45).  Discussing the process undertaken in 

the construction of “ginen fatal impact statements,” Perez writes, in a series of self-

referential statements that comprise part of the poem:  

—I read Volume Ten of the Final Environmental Impact Statement, which 

contains nearly all the 10,000 comments that people submitted in response to 

the DEIS during the official 90-day comment period 

—I copy and paste phrases, sentences, words, passages from the comments of 

the people 

—I post these comments as my Facebook status 

—Sometimes others comment on the comment 
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—Sometimes I  ([guma’] 45)   

In this way, in a meta-commentary included within the poem, Perez comments on his 

own formal structure, one that reprints the words of the broader local and Chamorro 

community of Guam as its primary mode of composition.  While this could be 

perceived by some as a relatively “simple” form (in the sense that the poem could be 

seen as requiring little original composition on Perez’s behalf), I want to argue that the 

decision to include the responses of the Chamorro community as the main body of 

Perez’s poem was, in fact, a highly strategic and thoughtful formal move, with even 

more important political ramifications.  By reproducing the responses of the people of 

Guam to the 2009 DEIS, I argue, Perez uses his poetry not merely to express his own 

critical views, but to amplify and mobilize Chamorro collective voices and forms of 

resistance.  Channeling the sheer multiplicity and complexity of Chamorro 

perspectives of U.S. militarization, Perez’s poem works towards a fuller and more 

nuanced understanding of Guam’s ongoing colonial history.  In this way, we may 

further see the potential for modernist collage and fragmentary forms of poetic 

composition to represent multiple perspectives of history, and especially those voices 

that are typically silenced.   

 In “ginen fatal impact statements,” Perez carefully curates a broad range of 

fragments taken from Chamorros’ public responses to the build-up, mostly allowing 

the “DEIS Public Comments” to speak for themselves, but occasionally interjecting 

his own commentary, as well.  Perez’s selection of fragments significantly reflects an 

eclectic cross-section of responses.  Hailing from a variety of backgrounds, ages, and 
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perspectives, the fragments provide a glimpse into the diversity of the local and 

Chamorro community of Guam.  From Chamorros enlisted in the military, to those 

more adamantly opposed to it, from adolescents to adults, women and men alike, 

Perez depicts the many facets of the community of Guam who expressed their views 

of the build-up.  Taken together, they paint a portrait of an intelligent, and often (but 

not always) critically engaged community well aware of the imminent threats 

confronting their people and lands.  Many of the comments included in “ginen fatal 

impact statements” address the destructive ecological consequences that could ensue 

as a result of the build-up (discussed in the previous section), as well as the ways in 

which the military’s actions come in direct conflict with Chamorro cultural beliefs:   

DEIS Public Comment : “The destruction of the land is a sign of disrespect to 

our ancestors” 

DEIS Public Comment : “How much sewage and solid waste can our island 

expect?” 

--Many comments address how full of ________ our colonizer is, but 

the real concern was where our colonizer was going to put all that 

________, especially with 80,000 more _____holes coming to Guam 

([guma’] 25) 

Perez also occasionally intersperses the public testimony with his own commentary, 

distinguishing his remarks from the others through indentation and italics.  His tone in 

this meta-commentary is humorous and sardonic, as is the case with much of his 

poetry, lending an additional critical edge to the collected testimonial fragments.   
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Moreover, through his “commentary on others’ comments,” Perez creates an 

added layer of “dialogue” between himself and the other testifiers, one that opens up 

possibilities for new political conversations and solidarities to take place.  Indeed, 

such opportunities for meaningful dialogue and critique were largely foreclosed by the 

military: by creating forums for community response that were sterile, isolating, and 

ultimately lacking in any real potential to effect change, the U.S. military attempted to 

defuse Chamorro resistance.  Aside from the public meetings—orchestrated by the 

military—where individuals could offer verbal testimony, many also testified via 

email and through other “digitized forms” created by military officials.  Through these 

tightly controlled channels, however, more authentic and radical forms of political 

protest and community were greatly closed off.  The limitations of these “official” 

forums were not lost on the people of Guam, however, and as Perez demonstrates in 

“ginen fatal impact statements,” many Chamorros leveled their critique at the very 

forums through which dissent was expressed.  While one Public Comment reads, 

“Buenas. First off, thank you for the false sense of participation created by the 

comment period.  The opportunity to vent, while completely meaningless, is at very 

least cathartic”; in another, the commenter queries, “Where are the comments to these 

issues sent?  Who sees them?  Will the public see any of these comments?” ([guma’] 

25).  Here, each of the testimonial fragments foreground the extent to which modes of 

community response proved “co-opted” by the military from the beginning.  Still other 

Public Comments address the technical limitations of online forums of response, and 
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how these digital forms of communication functioned to further restrict Chamorro 

voices of resistance:  

DEIS Public Comment : “The online comment box is too limiting” 

DEIS Public Comment : “Why are we only limited to 2500 characters in our 

comments?” 

 --Do the blank spaces between words count as characters? 

 Does silence give our words character? ([guma’] 66) 

Interestingly, these comments beg an interrogation of 21st century technological 

“innovations” in communication which, in some ways, have made resistance 

movements more difficult to mobilize by creating new conditions of isolation, 

alienation, and fragmentation within indigenous communities. 

Yet, what I’d like to suggest here is that Perez’s poetry acts to recover and 

reclaim these “always-already” co-opted forms of resistance.  Through Perez’s 

reincorporation of testimonial fragments, I argue that new, radicalized, and 

increasingly collectivized historiographies and structures of resistance are created in 

the process.  As I have demonstrated in previous sections of this chapter, it is precisely 

these formal innovations that set Perez’s work apart, marking his style as a distinctly 

21st century Chamorro aesthetic: the author’s playful manipulation of testimonials and 

other official documents, which open up new possibilities for change, both real and 

imagined.  Re-incorporating the public testimony given in response to the 2009 DEIS 

within his poetic work, Perez invests these documents with counter-hegemonic 

meanings, meanings that threaten to “hi-jack” the U.S. military’s official forums for 
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radical Chamorro purposes.  Perez’s personal commentary, interwoven with the Public 

Comments, sparks new spaces and opportunities for dialogue and political critique, as 

well, that weren’t encouraged within these forums.  Given the present (neo)colonial 

context, it may be especially instructive to consider the distinctly collective 

dimensions of the formal techniques Perez employs.  Indeed, as Michael A. Bernstein 

argues in The Tale of the Tribe: Ezra Pound and the Modern Verse Epic, one of the 

defining features of the “Modern verse epic” is its “communal” voice: rather than “a 

particular individual (the poet),” the voice narrating the poem is that of “the 

community’s heritage ‘telling itself’” (14).  Moreover, “Whereas a lyric is addressed 

to the purely private consciousness of its hearer . . . the epic speaks primarily to 

members of a ‘tribe,’ to listeners who recognize in the poem, social (in the broadest 

sense, which here includes political) as well as psychological, ethical, emotional, or 

aesthetic imperatives” (Bernstein 14).  If, as Bernstein suggests, the long poem 

privileges the collective over the individual not only in the crafting of the poem, but 

also in terms of its reception by a broader “tribe” or collectivity, then collage 

techniques may also help counter dominant conditions of fragmentation and alienation 

that so often create barriers for contemporary indigenous movements today.  In this 

respect, modernist techniques, re-claimed and re-imagined for the 21st century, may 

indeed represent an emerging formal structure, vital to the production of revisionist 

histories, as well as to the formation of future anti-colonial and anti-capitalist 

resistance struggles still to come. 
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Afterword 

As this dissertation has hopefully demonstrated, Micronesia possesses a 

distinct history and culture that sets it apart from many other places in the world.  Not 

only has it faced multiple colonial regimes throughout its history, still bearing the 

residues of this legacy today, but Micronesian lands, peoples, and cultures continue to 

be confronted by new threats, with the present intensification of U.S. military and 

neocolonial processes.  In this respect, Micronesian literatures and other cultural 

forms, indeed, have much to teach us about some of the most pressing contemporary 

historical developments occurring world-wide.  But, just as these literatures and 

cultures may instruct us about the new mechanisms of colonial control, so too have 

they pointed to the formation of new manifestations of anti-colonial resistance, both 

real and imagined.  I have tried to show how these anti-colonial forms vary, depending 

on the particular conditions from which they emerged.  Micronesian writers have 

looked to the past for inspiration, returning to traditional oral narratives and cultural 

figures in order to respond to new historical circumstances.  The quality of “looking 

backwards into the future,” an indigenous temporal understanding rooted in many 

Oceanic traditions, is a common thread not only in Micronesia but throughout the 

wider Pacific.  Yet, in other instances, as in the work of Craig Santos Perez, we see 

how historical developments have given way to largely new, hybrid, and experimental 

aesthetic forms.  These wide-ranging formal strategies teach us as much about history, 

as they do the tremendously resilient and adaptive qualities of Micronesian peoples 

and cultures in the face of neocolonial forces. 
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In light of the interrelationships between culture and history, form and content, 

underscored so far, this begs the question of what future forms and strategies of 

resistance are yet to emerge.  How will the future literatures and cultures of 

Micronesia continue to respond to (as well as help shape) these changing conditions, 

as history unfolds?  The increasing prevalence of technology and the internet, for 

instance, has certainly impacted Micronesian peoples in important ways, both creating 

barriers as well as opening up new avenues for communication and exchange.  I am 

thinking, in particular, of the activist work of Marshallese poet and scholar, Kathy 

Jetnil-Kijiner.  In 2014, Jetnil-Kijiner was invited to the United Nations Climate 

Summit as a representative of the Marshall Islands to present her testimony and 

spoken word poetry; a recording of her presentation has since been uploaded as a 

video to Youtube.  In so doing, Jetnil-Kijiner’s powerful political message, which 

urged global leaders to remember the many Oceanic peoples whose daily lives will be 

upended by the effects of climate change, was projected to a much wider global 

audience than could be reached through older, non-visual forms of communication.  

Likewise, the spoken word form, unto itself, has become one of increasing popularity 

in various parts of Oceania; Hawai‘i, for instance, has given rise to such prominent 

poets as Jamaica Osorio and Kealoha, inspiring a whole new generation of young, 

indigenous poets.200  In this respect, spoken word poetry—as a relatively new genre of 

																																																								
200 In Finding Meaning: Kaona and Contemporary Hawaiian Literature (2016), 
Native Hawaiian poet and scholar Brandy Nālani McDougall examines the poetry of 
Jamaica Heolimeleikalani Osorio, among other contemporary Native Hawaiian poets, 
writers, and performers.  McDougall analyzes Osorio’s spoken word poetry as a 
powerful form of indigenous protest to the ongoing U.S. occupation of Hawai‘i.  In 
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writing (and performance) that also integrates various technologies—is one that 

certainly calls for further attention and analysis in relation to the Pacific.   

Finally, just as this project has attempted to trouble the boundaries of what 

constitutes history, these emergent forms of writing and resistance may also throw into 

question exactly what constitutes literature.  If spoken word poetry is considered one 

of many new forms of indigenous Oceanic literature, then how else might we begin to 

reconceptualize what counts as Oceanic “literature?”  What new, unimaginable forms 

could Oceania’s literatures take?  And, do the new Oceanic literatures necessarily have 

to be of a written quality, at all?  This is an especially important question given the 

vibrant tradition of oral and performance-based cultures throughout the Pacific.  

Indigenous peoples have long considered “everyday arts” such as crafts, wood-

working, sea-faring, and even food-preparation as important forms of cultural 

expression, as well.  We might look to these alternate cultural forms when considering 

the future literatures and cultures of Micronesia.  How, for instance, could the recent 

return to traditional indigenous foods and food preparation occurring throughout 

Oceania be understood as an important form of cultural resistance to contemporary 

neocolonial processes, attempting to replace indigenous staples with processed foods?  

While my dissertation examines more traditional literary modes, it is my hope that this 

																																																																																																																																																																
2009, Osorio was invited by First Lady Michelle Obama to perform at the White 
House (McDougall, Finding Meaning 77).  According to McDougall, by performing 
in ‘ōlelo Hawai‘i (Hawaiian language), and by employing traditional Hawaiian literary 
and cultural strategies of kaona (hidden meaning) and mo‘okū‘auhau (genealogy), 
Osorio powerfully articulated her “nationalist loyalties to Hawai‘i,” while doing so “at 
the seat of American colonial power, at the White House in the presence of President 
Obama and the First Lady” (Finding Meaning 88, 82). 
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project will nevertheless contribute, if only in a small way, to such a radical 

reconceptualization, perhaps inspiring others to continue to produce, study, and enjoy 

the many future forms the anti-colonial literatures and cultures of Oceania will 

undoubtedly take.	
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