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i\merica's efforts at economic deYelopment in the Caroline. Mariana. 
and Marshall Islands prmcd to be about transformng in dramatic fash­
ion people \\ho occupied real estate deemed\ ital to American strategic 
concerns. Called .. Micronesians." these island people were regarded as 

other. and their otherness came to be seen as incompatible with 
\merican interests. Economic de\·elopmenl. then. became a series of 

strategies designed to pro, idea ne\'\, more comfortable. malleable. and 
reassuring identity for the inhabitants of this prime piece of strategic 

real estate. 
And so. underrwath the liberal rhetoric that surrounded arguments, 

proposals. and programs for economic development was a deeper pur­

pose. ,\merica·s domination would be sustained by the remaking of 
these islands into places that bad the look. feel, sound. speed. smell. and 

taste of America. 
Had the many and varied plans for economic de\·elopment actually 

succeeded. they \'\'ould have transformed the islands into places that 

simply served America. Howe,·er, the gap between intent and effect 
holds a rich and deeply entangled history. Focusing on development as 

an ultimately discursive strategy of domination, Re11wki11g Micronesia 
details how various representatives of the United States government, in 

ways that were not always coordinated, consistent. or effective, sought 

to advertise. justify. and promote change. Interdisciplinary in its 

approach. the book goes beyond the liberal discourse surrounding 
modernity to examine what economic development actually entailed. 1t 

considers in ethnographic terms the ways in which development poli­
cies were appropriated-often in multiple. complex. layered . and even 
conflicting ways-by different groups of island people. The remaking of 

l\licronesia and Micronesians, then, is about the methods employed by 
dominant systems of power to subordinate others, and hovv those meth­

ods are locally negotiated and engaged. 
Re111aki11g Micrcmesia stands as an important. imaginative, much 

needed contribution to the study of Micronesia, American policy in the 
Pacific, and the larger debate about development. It will be an important 

source of insight and critique for scholars and students working at the 
intersection of history, culture. and power in the Pacific. 

David Hanlon is associate professor of history at the [lnivcrsity of 
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Chapter I 

As the Frigate Bird Flies 

They lie spread across a vast expanse of ocean in the western Pacific. 

Their total land area amounts to little more than a thousand square 

miles. Geographers locate the vast majority of these islands and atolls as 

being north of the equator and west of the international date line. Con­

sidered by some to be among the most peripheral of peripheries, these 

island bodies nonetheless have been at the center of several of the more 

historically prominent events of this century. Tarawa, the Truk (now 

Chuuk) Lagoon, Guam, Saipan, Angaur, and Peleliu served as sites for 

some of the most vicious, destructive battles fought between Japanese and 

American military forces during the Second World War. Tinian, Bikini, 

Enewetak, and Kwajalein are important in the earliest chapters of the 

planet's nuclear history. 

World war and nuclear testing are but part of a deeper history of colo­

nialism in the region, a history that in its broadest dimensions goes back 

centuries to Magellan's 1521 landing on Guam and that is encapsulated 

in the very word "Micronesia." The traditions of scientific discovery in an 

expansionist-minded Europe stipulated that new information about the 

world be officially incorporated into the existing corpus of knowledge by 

the use of appropriate, sanctioned designations in the classical lan­

guages. 1  With Polynesia and Melanesia already bounded and labeled on 

European maps, there remained to be named the many small islands in 

the western Pacific described by the French voyager Jules Dumont 

d'Urville and earlier explorers. In 1831, the geographer Gregoire Louis 

Domeny de Rienzi asked for and received official approval from La Societe 

de Geographie in Paris to call these islands "Micronesia."2 The term, 

derived from the Greek and meaning "tiny islands," marked in the minds 

of Domeny de Rienzi and others the most essential, distinguishing charac­

teristic of the islands. Being more metaphorically blunt, a later European 

observer likened them to a "handful of chickpeas flung over the sea."3 

Its more pejorative features notwithstanding, the designation "Micro-

l 



2 Chapter I 

nesia" also evidenced the European world's need to order, locate, name, 
and know these islands. 4 The names of particular island groups within 
this area-the Carolines, Gilberts, Marianas, and Marshalls-repre­
sented not more indigenous conceptions of time, place, or identity, but 
existed rather as markers of earlier, more localized European activities 
that commemorated the names of Spanish royalty or British sea captains. 
Underneath all of these names lay still more local histories for which 
imperial travelers had little time, interest, or need. Having been named 
"Micronesia," the islands would be further distinguished by proper adjec­
tives that reflected more than three centuries of formal, varied, and chang­
ing 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 his­
tory to the Gilberts or Kiribati, while Nauru passed from German to Aus­
tralian control in 1914. Beginning in 1899, successive waves of German, 
Japanese, and American colonialism provided the Caroline, Marshall, and 
Northern Mariana Islands with a shared or bound-together experience. 
In each of these separate colonial possessions, there would be attempts to 
remake and re-present Micronesia in the images of its different colonizers, 
for purposes that had to do with national needs and global rivalries and 
through means that were essentially violent, exploitative, and racist. 

I concern myself in this study with America's attempts to remake 
Micronesia-more specifically, the Caroline, Marshall, and Northern 
Mariana Islands-in ways that reflected, served, and affirmed its particu­
lar national ideology. No clearer physical representation of this attempted 
domination exists than a map of the islands upon which is superimposed 
an outline of the United States map. Employed to make intelligible to 
North American audiences the vast distances over which the islands of 
Micronesia are spread, the map also suggests a dominance designed to be 
total. It is the extent and character of this dominance with which I am 
concerned in this book. 

There has been no lack of criticism of America's administration of 
Micronesia. In many ways, the explicitly political dimensions of Ameri­
ca's colonial relationship with the islands has proven the topic of greatest 
concern for academic experts and professional observers. These writers 
have emphasized the primacy of American strategic interests in the area 
and the ways in which those interests subverted America's commitment, 
under the 1947 Trusteeship Agreement with the United Nations, to pro­
mote the political, economic, social, and educational development of the 
islands. These critics charge that the islands, rather than being developed, 
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were bought off or made over by overwhelming, crippling amounts of 

American largesse. "Americanized" is the gloss employed to indicate this 

supposed history of total abject colonization. 

Dissatisfied by the limitations of this criticism and by the conventional, 

highly ethnocentric assumptions and tropes through which it has been 

delivered, I opt for a different tack. The focus of my research is not politi­

cal issues per se but rather development, more particularly economic 

development, as a strategy of domination. A seemingly more benevolent, 

well-intentioned program of rule, the promotion of economic develop­

ment presented a process of change no less disruptive and destructive 

than other colonial initiatives in its effects upon the peoples, places, and 

cultures of the area called Micronesia. If successful, the many and varied 

plans for development would have resulted in a total remaking of 

Micronesia. 

There is , however, a rich, deeply entangled history in the gap between 

intent and effect over efforts at economic development in the area that 
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4 Chapter I 

came to be officially known after 1947 as the United States Trust Territory 
of the Pacific Islands. I would like to lift a bit the blanket of American dom­
ination to see what else lies under it. We will find revealed not only the 
extent to which representatives of the United States government, in not 
always coordinated, consistent, or successful ways, sought to promote a 
transformation of life in the islands, but also local responses and under­
standings that took the agenda of development and applied it to more 
locally meaningful purposes and arrangements. My approach in this 
study, then, is to get beyond the liberal rhetoric that has surrounded the 
term "development, "  to examine what it actually entailed, and to chart 
some of the ways in which it was appropriated and applied-often in mul­
tiple, complex, layered, and even conflicting ways-by local groups of 
island people. Much like the flight of the frigate bird, this study provides 
an overview of a distinctly American colonial process that sought to trans­
form yet again a diverse collection of islands into a single administrative 
entity that served the interests of certain offices and agencies of the United 
States government. Such a summary approach admittedly comes at the 
expense of a fuller investigation into island histories and epistemologies. 
Hopefully, this study will encourage more local ethnographies of develop­
ment among the islands called Micronesia. As further preface, I offer 
introductory comments on four key frames of analysis that inform this 
work: American ideology in the postwar period, economics as culture, 
development as discourse, and the counterhegemonic dimensions of what 
has been called "underdevelopment. "  

American Ideology in the Postwar Period 

Following Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Raymond Williams defines 
ideology as "an articulated system of meanings, values and beliefs" that 
can be abstracted to serve as a worldview for any social group. 5 This def­
inition will serve our purposes well enough, especially as we amend it to 
account for the historically specific circumstances of American colonial­
ism in Micronesia. It is perhaps one of the functions of a national ideology 
to mask the crude objectives of self-interest and to deny the violence of 
conquest that precedes and makes possible the colonial act. In 1945, rep­
resentatives of the United States government would behave no differently 
in their public pledges to provide for the welfare of a people who inhabited 
an area of prime strategic concern just seized from Japan through violent 
struggle. While recent and much needed attention to matters of division 
and diversity have problematized the meaning of the word "American" in 
the late twentieth century, it remains possible, I think, to speak of a dom-
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inant, subsuming American ideological identity in the post-World War II 

period. Whatever their motivations and objectives, most white Ameri­

cans believed deeply in the superiority of their way of life and in its essen­

tial appeal to others; assumptions about its inherent worth, goodness, 

and desirability all worked to justify America's position of global primacy 

and to obscure the disruptive, even destructive consequences of that exer­

cise of power on others. 

Historian Thomas G. Paterson has written that Americans crafted 

from a consciousness of their historical experience a national ideology 

that integrated political and economic tenets into a "peace and prosper­

ity" view of life. Through the Cold War period, Americans believed they 

were prosperous because they were democratic, and democratic because 

they were prosperous.6 In an extension of this view, American ideology 

held that peace and stability in the larger world were dependent upon 

economic prosperity and political democracy. Poverty, on the other hand, 

led to injustice, chaos, violence, and abusive political systems. Despite the 

hard counterrealities that disturbed the equation in terms of race, class, 

and gender relations, this dominant national ideology was used to justify 

and promote American interests and activities in the larger world. 

Thomas Gladwin, an anthropologist working in the islands during the 

first years of American rule, offered an earlier, more locally focused ver­

sion of Paterson's contention: 

Americans have long been noted for their conviction that their 

political, social and economic philosophy is the best ever devel­

oped, not only for Americans but for everyone. This is nowhere 

so evident as in the administration of dependent peoples. It is 

sometimes extraordinarily difficult to persuade people that the 

institutions which have made the United States great may not 

fit Micronesian society at all. 7 

Ernest Re nan has written that "getting its history wrong is a part of being 

a nation."8 It could be added, I think, that a nation's misrepresentation of 

the past to its citizens, subjugated peoples, and a larger world audience 

constitutes an important prerequisite for and justification of colonialism. 

Economics as Culture 

The linking of peace, prosperity, and democracy in American minds 

concerned more than a simple matter of dollars and cents. It involved 

something deeper, something we might characterize as "cultural." Other 

scholars have written about the essentially economic interests and meta-
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phors that lie at the heart of American society. Charles Beard viewed the 

United States' most fundamental political document, the Constitution, as 

an essentially economic program designed to ensure the commercial 

interests of its creators and their like-minded heirs. Adding an anthropo­

logical perspective to an idea borrowed from Marx and Engels' The Ger­

man Ideology, Marshall Sahlins argues that all production is ultimately 

concerned with the reproduction of a "definite mode of life." In the West, 

most particularly the United States, there has emerged an essentially 

bourgeois capitalist ethic that places economic values and activities at the 

core of American life. American society, writes Sahlins, sees itself as logi­

cal, practical, rational and work-oriented, as a society in which individu­

als pursue through unfettered economic activities the satisfaction of their 
perceived needs and induced wants. We have, then, what Stephen Gude­

man has called "economics as culture."9 

In the immediate postwar world, this very particular cultural bias 

toward the assumed virtues of productive economic activity carried over 

into American views of and dealings with the larger world, especially 

those non-Western areas of the globe whose beliefs and practices were 

informed by very different and localized ideologies about living in this 

world. Historian Greg Dening has written that cultures in their exposure 

to one another assert their structures of law and morality, present their 

rationalizing myths, and perform symbolic rituals expressive of their most 

fundamental beliefs about themselves. 10 American efforts at economic 

development in Micronesia would reveal what it meant to be productive, 

prosperous and free, what it meant to be American. The need to assert 

this presentation as dominant precluded any possibility of understanding 

counterperformances presented by the various and distinctive groups of 
people who inhabited the area called Micronesia. 

Involved in the presentation of this dominant ideology was the threat 

of hegemony, the obliteration or total make-over of other resident and 

indigenous systems of being. This fact was brought home to me in a very 

curious, initially puzzling way during the course of my research. While 

moving slowly through the 2 ,169 reels of microfilm on which are pre­

served the United States Trust Territory archives, I came across "How to 

Plant Coconuts," a pamphlet produced by the Department of Agriculture 
on Saipan. 1 1  The pamphlet, published in 1964 through the auspices of the 

South Pacific Commission as Agricultural Extension Circular 7, struck me 

as an odd document. The coconut tree has been a longstanding part of the 

physical environment in Micronesia; its uses remain many and varied, its 
place in the lore and material cultures of the islands deep and intimate. 
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Surely, even the most narrow-minded of colonial officials would know 
that the coconut was one crop of which Micronesians possessed a strong 
understanding and knowledge. It soon came to me, however, that the 
pamphlet was offering suggestions on the coconut as something other 
than a subsistence crop. Timing, spacing, access to sun and water, prun­
ing, fertilization, and harvesting schedules were all a part of a process of 
commercializing this tree. The coconut, once a relatively ready and abun­
dant natural resource with multiple uses and purposes that were cultural 
as well as economic, symbolic as well as material, was now being made 
into a commodity. By the norms expressed in Agricultural Extension Cir­
cular 7, coconuts were no longer available for the taking and using as 
they had once been. Their use became a strictly economic matter mea­
sured in terms of tonnage, shipping schedules, and prices. The pamphlet, 
written by two staff members of the Trust Territory Department of Agri­
culture, indicated, then, something of the major transformations in the 
everyday uses and perceptions of the physical and cultural environment 
that economic development would bring. In its own peculiar way, "How 
to Plant Coconuts" underscored the idea that economic development in 
Micronesia was also about more than the enhanced income to be earned 
from prudent planting, harvesting, and spacing of crops; it was about 
basic changes in the established way of doing things, about a major trans­
formation in peoples' relationships with their environment and with each 
other. It was about being made to become something else and other. 

Development as a Discourse of Domination 

Given the limitations of conventional political analysis and under­
standings of development, the question becomes how to approach colo­
nialism differently in America's Micronesia. Michel Foucault has written 
extensively about the ways in which the production of knowledge both 
reflects and supports the interests of the dominant, powerful, and govern­
ing groups in a society-more specifically, the state. The things with 
which government is concerned, wrote Foucault, 

are men, but men in their relations, in their links, their imbri­
cation with those other things which are wealth, resources, 
climate, irrigation, fertility, etc.; men in their relation to other 
kinds of things which are customs, habits, ways of doing and 
thinking, etc: lastly, men in their relation to that other kind of 
things [sic] which are accidents and misfortunes such as famine, 
epidemics, death, etc. 12 
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Disciplinary or managing technology, drawn from the empirical sciences 

and with a strong statistical orientation, is employed to reshape the pop­

ulace into a docile body that can be monitored, controlled, transformed, 

and directed toward the purposes of the state. Since Western society has 

become largely capitalist in character, the concerns of the state focus on 

the methods and profits of production, and with considerable effect. From 

the history of capitalism in the West emerges "homo economicus," a nor­

malized, controlled subject who produces under certain conditions to sat­
isfy perceived needs and imposed requirements. 13 The lives of economic 

men and women of the West are now mediated by the constructs of the 

market and the process of production. Economization has touched almost 

all aspects of life, including personal relationships, human biology, and 

even dealings with the natural world. 

Although Foucault did not concern himself specifically with issues of 

imperialism and colonialism, the extension of his ideas into these areas 

would seem a natural and desirable undertaking. I am suggesting, then, 

an analytical approach that borrows selectively from Michel Foucault 

and that treats development and its accompanying arsenal of tropes not 
so much as a measurable or quantifiable endeavor, a question of econo­

metrics if you will, but rather as discourse that possesses the power to cre­

ate or recreate reality in colonized settings through acts of representation 

and prescription. With reference to American efforts at economic devel­
opment, I use the word "discourse," then, to include all of the recorded 

speeches, conversations, and debates as well as books, reports, plans, 

studies, and policy statements through which various individuals, offices, 

and agencies sought to make another, assumedly better, and more famil­

iar Micronesia. In analyzing development as a discourse, I draw heavily 

on the works of Gustavo Esteva and Arturo Escobar. 

Esteva has begun a more critical reexamination of development as dis­

course by providing a genealogical history of the word itself that docu­

ments the changes in its meanings and applications over time. Originally 

referenced to a pre-Enlightenment conception of the movement of nature 

to a more appropriate form of being, the term "development" came to 
assume a more modern meaning heavily affected by nineteenth-century 

ideas of evolution and history. Development now meant transformation 

toward an ever more perfect state that reflected the influence of both the 

Hegelian concept of history and the Darwinian notion of evolution. Marx 
employed the term as a keyword in his historical analysis of capitalism, 

giving it a decidedly pronounced political character. Applied to colonial 
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situations of the nineteenth century, development became a conceptual­
izing tool for measuring native peoples against the standards of Western 
civilization. By the early decades of the twentieth century, the word 
"development" was most often employed to refer to the productive capa­
bilities of a colonized population that could be employed in the establish­
ment of a modern market economy. 14 

The tensions and rivalries of the post-World War II world made eco­
nomic stagnation and backwardness a threatening, dangerous condition 
for the capitalist West, particularly the United States. The program of 
modernity or development for those areas of the world now characterized 
as "underdeveloped" is seen as lying at the core of President Harry S. 
Truman's "fair deal" speech before the United Nations on 20 January 
1949. Esteva describes the general reception to Truman's speech in the 
following words: 

Never before had a word been so universally accepted on the 
very day of its political coinage. A new perception of one's own 
self, and of the other, was suddenly created. Two hundred years 
of social construction of the historical-political meaning of the 
term "development" were successfully usurped and transmogri­
fied. A political and philosophical proposition of Marx, packaged 
American style as a struggle against communism and at the 
service of the hegemonic design of the United States, succeeded 
in permeating both the popular and intellectual mind of the rest 
of the century.is 

Esteva holds the legacy of that speech and its ideas to be a lifetime of sub­
ordination and betrayal, of discrimination and subjugation, for two­
thirds of the world's people. 1 6  The island peoples of Micronesia certainly 
would come to experience the power and politics behind Truman's plans 
for the underdeveloped world. 

The power of development as a discursive force capable of both inter­
preting and controlling much of the non-Western world is demonstrated 
convincingly in Arturo Escobar' s Encountering Development: The Making 

and Unmaking of the Third World. Escobar writes of Truman's "fair deal" 
for all as a call for development, a development concerned with replicat­
ing the features that distinguished the more advanced nations of the 
capitalist, postwar West the world over. These distinguishing features 
included industrialization, urbanization, high levels of technology, an 
affluent material culture, and specific, value-laden structures of educa-
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tion and cultural expression. What this particular vision of the world 

really entailed, believes Escobar, was but another, albeit more totalizing 

and global colonization of reality .1 7  

The discourse of development coming out of the West constituted a 

form of Orientalism in which the underdeveloped world of the postwar 

period came to be known and controlled through the writing, describing, 

interpreting, and teaching of it and by experts whose tools of measure­

ment reflected the rationality and logic of their own very privileged, pow­
erful world. Escobar writes that the alleged desirability of development 

contributed significantly to a process of institutionalization that included 

the appearance of international funding agencies, foreign aid bureaucra­

cies, career specialists, and programs of study that offered degrees in 

developmental studies. Development's assumed necessity helped justify a 

multiplicity of governmental interventions into areas of life deemed in 

need of more accelerated modernization. There evolved a "devspeak" or 

"devthink" that showed itself universalizing and Eurocentric in its pre­

sumptions about the ease with which poor countries could follow the 
path to development. Development, however, was about far more than 

figures, graphs, tables, statistics, and equations. Its ultimate significance 

lay in its power as discourse to create a reality through the representing 

of it. Development, then, offered the prospect of a more effective hege­

mony in its discursive homogenization and systemization for knowing 

and hence controlling the "Third World. " 18  

Understanding development as discourse offers, I believe, a more 

insightful approach to the study of American colonialism in Micronesia. 

The end of World War II would bring the islands directly under the con­

trol of the world's then reigning superpower. Because the area was so 

deeply identified by military planners as being an integral part of Ameri­

can defense concerns and, by projection, world capitalism, the United 

States government, more particularly the Department of War, possessed 

a totalizing concern for Micronesia. By promoting the process of devel­

opment, military and later civilian leaders were able to address certain 

humanitarian concerns about progress and betterment while at the same 

time ensuring that Micronesia would be remade in ways that served the 

strategic interests of the larger American state. This normalization of the 

islands and their people made possible the identification of anomalies, 

anomalies that theoretically could be isolated and then controlled 

through the corrective and therapeutic technology that was economic 

development. Economic development would be one of the techniques of 

power, one of the dividing practices, employed to rationalize American 
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domination of the islands. Micronesians would indeed have a reason to 

fear what Max Weber termed the "mighty cosmos of the modern eco­

nomic order . . .  the iron cage [in which] specialists without spirit, sensu­

alists without heart [are] caught in the delusion that [they] have achieved 

a level of development never before attained by mankind. " 19 

The Counterhegemonic Dimensions of Underdevelopment 

As Esteva and Escobar both acknowledge, a discursive approach to 

development and its hegemonizing potential risks relegating the "peoples 

of the periphery" to the role of passive victims or mute witnesses to the 

gross commodification of their way oflife. Foucault's work, on the surface 

at least, seems to acknowledge little or no possibility ofresistance or coun­

ter hegemonic discourses. This concern over the denial of engagement on 

the part of colonized or affected people is shared by James Scott, who finds 

Antonio Gramsci' s highly influential theory of hegemony equally want­

ing because of the assumptions it makes about the submission, accep­

tance, and complicity of subordinated classes in their own domination. 20 

In like critical voice, Jean Comaroff and John Comaroff note that the 

essence of colonization is now assumed to lie 

less in political overrule than in seizing and transforming 

"others" by the very act of conceptualizing, inscribing, and 

interacting with them on terms not of their choosing; in making 

them into the pliant objects and silenced subjects of our scripts 

and scenarios; in assuming to "represent" them, the active verb 

itself conflating politics and poetics.2 1 

But where, the Comaroffs ask, does such a total, Gramscian-like concep­

tualization of colonialism allow for a consideration of the consciousness of 

the colonized? The question is certainly germane to our study of economic 

development in American Micronesia. There were Micronesians who 

engaged the discourse of development, and, in some instances, countered 

that discourse with visions of their own. Through a reading of correspon­

dence, reports, minutes of meetings, and transcribed debates, we can 

learn something of the discourses of educated, elected, or otherwise elite 

Micronesian males over programs of development. There must be other 

discursively sensitive methodologies, however, that will allow us broader 

insights into on-site encounters with development, including the spaces 

for resistance or local appropriation that are created by less-than-com­

plete or -successful projects of economic transformation. 

The Comaroffs' answer to their own question rests with a particular 
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concept of culture, a concept that takes culture to be the contested space 
of signifying practices or semantic ground on which human beings "seek 
to construct and represent themselves and others-and, hence, society 
and history. " The Comaroffs, then, offer a historically attuned notion of 
culture that includes others as well as selves, actions as well as signs, cre­
ativity as well as mimesis, and empowerment as well as subjugation. This 
empowerment, they hasten to add, shows itself at different times and in 
varied ways that often defy simple romanticized Western notions of colo­
nial resistance. 22 

Marshall Sahlins, a colleague of the Comaroffs at the University of Chi­
cago, makes many of the same points for the Pacific, and with specific ref­
erence to the issue of economic development. Sahlins describes a local 
Pacific variant to development-namely, "develop-man, " meaning both 
the material and social enrichment of local lifestyles.23  Sahlins defines 
the term "develop-man" as capturing the spirit behind indigenous ways 
of coping with capitalism. Pacific peoples are neither awed nor over­
whelmed by external systems beyond their control. Their response is 
rather to appropriate. Such pragmatic behavior lies at the heart of every 
cultural scheme known to history. The impulse of local people in the 
Pacific and elsewhere, writes Sahlins, is not to become like us, but to 
become more like themselves. Living in cultural systems still concerned 
with the relationships of kith and Pacific peoples employ Western 
goods to aid in the fulfillment of the obligations these social arrangements 
entail. 

Playing with Hegel a bit, Sahlins writes that the "cunning of culture" 
thus mediates the invisible hand of the market economy. Modern eco­
nomic rationality is transformed by a different cultural rationality that 
can show itself in extravagant traditional ceremonies replete with all 
manner of Western goods ranging from rolls of cloth to bags ofrice, basins 
of canned goods, cases of beer, and money trees.24 Local culture, then, dis­
plays itself on an exaggerated, more materially and symbolically enriched 
scale; what development specialists or economists might call "waste" or 
"backwardness" is actually a form of cultural enhancement determined 
by local values and logic. Such an interpretation is not to deny the more 
pragmatic or utilitarian aspects of consumption; people do seek advan­
tage, utility, and satisfaction in their commerce. These transactions, how­
ever, cannot be wholly or simply measured in terms of dollars and cents 
or judged apart from the local histories, politics, and cultural systems that 
add meaning, significance, and value to the process.25 

There are then, as exemplified in Sahlins' concept of develop-man, dif-
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ferent systems of logic and rationality that allow for the emergence of 

other local discourses about development. Stephen Gudeman says much 

the same thing in his ethnographic analysis of house economics in 

Colombia. Gudeman examines the cultural and historical contexts that 

have made the house a site of convergence where local economics inter­

act with capitalist modes of thought and production. The result is a "thick 

combination" where culturally informed innovations occur in remark­

ably effective, reasonably profitable, and socially appropriate ways.26 

Escobar, Esteva, Gudeman, and Sahlins all encourage us to look for other 

models of economy that "are no less scientific because they are not 

couched in equations or produced by Nobel laureates."2 7 The global cap­

italist system, then, is really the expression of a relative and particular 

cultural logic, whose distinguishing features lie deeply embedded in the 

European past. Although advocates of a world systems approach might 

reduce all history to stages of capitalism, a more ethnographic study of 

encounters that concerns itself with local concepts of status, kinship, 

labor, productivity, exchange, and consumption would suggest other, 

more nuanced and diverse interpretations.28 Against a simple history of 

world capitalism, Sahlins writes of encounters involving "cosmologies of 

capitalism" in which the modern global order is engaged in many and 

complex ways by so-called peripheral peoples and their persisting systems 

of distinctive cultural logic. 

An important qualification-one that Sahlins and other writers cited 

in this introduction readily acknowledge-needs to be appended to the 

argument of cultural persistence as political resistance. Encounters with 

modernity do not always end successfully or even in compromise. Apart 

from the efforts at domination by colonial or neocolonial forces are the 

structural and historical entanglements created by increasingly involved, 

even dependent relations with the system of world capitalism. 29 Efforts at 

appropriation by the parties involved in an encounter may be mutual, but 

they are also unequal given the factors of wealth and power that privilege 

the global. Moreover, inequalities within local systems resulting from spe­

cific histories and practices work to the advantage of some and not others. 

Witness the disturbance and suffering caused by nuclear testing in the 

Marshall Islands and the more recent efforts of the Marshallese govern­

ment to capitalize on them; or consider the efforts from both within and 

beyond Palau to subvert the antinuclear provisions of the Palauan con­

stitution. A history of colonialism in American Micronesia must account 

for these sad conflicts as well; there is no simple story that is only about 

external efforts at domination and local means of resistance. 
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A Different Plan for Examining Economic Development in Micronesia 
I contend that the history of economic development in American 

Micronesia is not to be found solely in the shrill statistics of Trust Terri­
tory administrators, federal officials, or United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) specialists. I begin my task by examining the politics 
of representation that permeate descriptions of the wartime occupation of 
the islands and the first years of American military government. I review 
the artificiality of the colonial and neocolonial construct that was and is 
Micronesia, and the inability of Americans to give credence or even con­
sideration to the vitality and distinctiveness of local island worlds, their 
unique systems of social organization, and the cultural principles that 
shaped and directed them. Detailed also are the effects of war and the 
massive infusion of men, technology, and war goods on indigenous orders 
where exchange tended to be expressive of social relations and political 
hierarchies and where the presence of foreigners and foreign goods 
involved complicated, stressful negotiations with existing systems of 
power, hierarchy, and status. In this chapter, I rely on Dorothy Richard's 
official history of the United States Navy's occupation and administration 
of the islands. Richard's three-volume text is instructive not only for the 
facts and figures it relates, but for its inadvertent display of the attitudes, 
assumptions, and prejudices that informed the navy government and its 
efforts at economic development. 

In these first formative encounters between Americans and the people 
they called Micronesians, images were formed and set, given an almost 
canonical legitimacy that would explain at once the necessity for eco­
nomic development in the islands and the reasons for the failure of those 
efforts. Micronesians were described as quaint, happy, but backward peo­
ple who no longer could afford to enjoy the luxury ofliving apart from the 
larger global order. The irony was that Americans created dependency, or 
what seemed to them to be dependency, through the imposition of pro­
grams calculated to make Micronesians economically self-reliant. A para­
dox also showed itself in this earliest literature on American rule; namely, 
a recognition of the impossibility of creating a viable, local, Western-style 
economy, and yet the need, for purposes of domestic and international 
legitimization, to make the effort. Distance, isolation, climate, the calum­
nies of previous colonial regimes, the lack of exploitable resources, and, 
most important, the perceived unwillingness and inability of the different 
island peoples came to constitute a litany that would be articulated by 
many among the succeeding generations of administrators, planners, vis­
itors, and developmental specialists from 1944 to 1982.  This litany 
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expressed both frustration and consolation for those who enunciated it­

frustration at the many failed efforts at development and consolation 

that, in the end, these failures resulted from factors involving local envi­
ronments and peoples. 

Chapter 3, dealing with the U. S. Navy's administration of the islands 

under the 1947 Trusteeship Agreement, underscores the close, admitted 

link between security and economic development that was obscured but 

remained nonetheless salient in subsequent decades. The navy's efforts at 

a variety of economic development projects are examined, with special 

attention given the rationale for the efforts and the explanations for their 
failure. Chapter 4 examines three prescriptions or texts for economic 

development: the political motivations that inspired them, the very dis­

tinct and particular assumptions about living and being in this world that 

they embraced, and the highly ethnocentric, powerfully discursive notion 
of planning itself. International consultants, Trust Territory officials, and 

on-site administrators often paid verbal homage to the need for cultural 

sensitivity; at the same time, these individuals often cited the word "cul­

ture" to explain the failure of development efforts in such fields as fishing, 

tourism, and agriculture. Making use of local stories and selected ethno­

graphic studies, I also attempt in chapter 4 to suggest something of the 

historical and cultural realities that confronted and confounded develop­

ment initiatives in these areas. 
Chapter s focuses on Micronesian discourses surrounding the issue of 

economic development; here, I draw heavily from the records of the Con­

gress of Micronesia in the late r96os and early r97os. Although Micro­

nesian reservations are expressed at least officially in English and using 
theories, metaphors, examples, and references that seem to have a decid­

edly liberal American character to them, I argue, borrowing from the 

work of Ranajit Guha and his subaltern studies program, that these 
expressions of reservation, doubt, and grievance reflect in part attempts to 

co-opt the language, ideas, and principles of the hegemonizer for more 

local purposes. 30 

As noted previously, one of the tropes of recent Pacific studies has been 

the tendency to slip into Manichean representations that presume a stark 

opposition in the encounters between islands and continent. Chapter 6 

concerns the debate, largely within Micronesia and among Micronesians, 

about increased levels of U. S. federal assistance and their effects on 
Micronesian societies and political aspirations. Through an examination 

of the debates in and around these federal assistance programs, the com­

plexity, variety, and even ambiguity of Micronesian responses begins to 
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emerge. Chapter 7 pursues this issue by examining the history of nuclear 

testing in the Marshalls and the disruption and division it caused within 

Marshallese society. In the Marshalls, the dominant discourse of develop­

ment took on a decidedly different character. Rather than a seductive, 

misleading advertisement for a better future, development proved to be a 

belated, condescending, grossly insufficient form of compensation for the 

social, physical, and environmental havoc caused by an American 

nuclear testing program that would not wait for any tomorrows. As con­

clusion, chapter 8 considers the ways in which the compacts of free asso­

ciation between the American and different Micronesian governments 

have sought to sustain American dominance in the region through the 

continuing discourse of development and developmental funding. This 

chapter also uses the review of a recent book on Micronesia, The Edge of 

Paradise, to reveal the gulf between liberal despair over the course of eco­

nomic development in the islands and more locally determined efforts to 

manipulate developmental projects for very different purposes. 

In bringing this introduction to a close, I should add a few qualifying 

statements about my relationship to certain words and topics. As I 

implied earlier, the terms "Micronesia," "Micronesian," and "Microne­

sians" are far more reflective of colonizing forces than of ethnographic 

realities. Nonetheless, their usage is difficult to avoid in a study that con­

cerns itself in part with colonial knowledge, policy, and administration. 

The employment of these words, however, can also hint at other under­

standings. These normalizing labels were at times appropriated by the 

very people upon whom they were imposed to speak of shared colonial 

histories and common developmental dilemmas. The subjugated thus 

addressed their rulers through the referents of colonization, but with pur­

poses that could at times be countercolonial in nature. My decision to use 

the words "Micronesia," "Micronesian," and "Micronesians" results, then, 

from a desire to acknowledge local manipulations as well as from more 

pragmatic stylistic concerns. 

Similarly, I have been somewhat relaxed in my use of the word "Amer­

ican" and the phrase "American colonialism." These words obscure a 

complexity and variation in the American colonial presence in Micro­

nesia that needs to be noted. In an enthusiasm to discover local responses 

to Western domination, we too quickly reduce and simplify that which, 

despite a seemingly coherent agenda of possession and control, is not eas­

ily reduced or simplified. In Colonialism's Culture, Nicholas Thomas writes 

against a perception of colonialism as monolithic in character, purposes, 

personalities, and efficiency. He argues for a recognition of colonialism 
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that is more sophisticated, localized, and also nuanced regarding the 
diverse, often conflicting agendas and approaches advanced by different 

groups from a single colonizing nation. 3 1 

Thomas' caution is well taken. In this account of the history of eco­

nomic development in American Micronesia, I strive to represent the 
diversity, debate, and contentiousness among different groups of Amer­

icans involved in the economic development of the islands. Military 

administrators, missionaries, educators, Trust Territory officials, Peace 

Corps volunteers, expatriate businesspeople, and representatives from 
U.S. governmental agencies in Washington, D.C., were not one in their 

attitudes and opinions toward Micronesians and toward economic devel­
opment within Micronesia. A good history of economic development in 

Micronesia, then, needs to heed Greg Dening and Paul Rabinow in their 
calls for studies that provide ethnographic perspectives on the colonizers 

as well as the colonized. 32 At the same time, and this I believe is testament 
to the power of the word "development" and the ideas behind it, almost all 

groups of Americans expressed a belief in the need to promote a better life 

for Micronesians. This paradox of unanimity within diversity is one of the 

more striking features of the colonizing discourse of development in 
Micronesia. 

It is important also to note the decidedly patriarchal, sexist character 

of development. More than two decades ago Ester Boserup showed how 

programs of development directed from metropolitan sites have worked to 
deny the extent and significance of women's economic roles.3 3  Reflecting 

the pronounced male bias of Western colonial regimes toward women's 
roles, this denial did not necessarily end or even diminish women's local 

economic obligations; they continued amidst a host of new economic 
pressures and expectations. More often than not, women's work was at 

once increased and denigrated by policies that encouraged employment 
in the more menial areas of developing economies. 

Micronesia would prove no exception to this pattern. Francis X. Hezel, 

S.J., writes about the overwhelmingly "masculine and mechanical" feel to 

the makeshift towns of quonset huts that sprang up around American 
military bases in the months immediately following the seizure of the 

islands from Japan. 34 These same adjectives would characterize Amer­

ica's later civilian administration of the islands and the process of eco­

nomic development it sought to engender. Beginning in 1947, the U.S. 

Department of State's annual reports to the United Nations Trusteeship 
Council asserted the equality of women with men under the law. At the 

same time, these reports often pointed to persisting "traditional patterns" 
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that relegated women to subordinate positions in Micronesian societies. 

To read these documents, the blame for discrimination against women 
belonged solely to Micronesian societies. 

Employment statistics provided by the territorial administration, how­

ever, belied these claims of equality and equal opportunity; women worked 

as nurses, secretaries, clerks, and teachers and at levels of compensation 
considerably below the earnings of men in like or related categories of 

employment. As employment opportunities for Micronesians increased 

over the course of the Trust Territory administration, positions of leader­

ship and responsibility went almost exclusively to men. Development in 

Micronesia, then, proved a largely sexist project that sought to replicate a 

patriarchal capitalist economy among colonized island peoples. Still, we 

need to remind ourselves of the long-standing centrality of women in 

these island economies, the continuing if not expanding significance of 

their economic contributions, and the increasingly more public profile 
being exhibited by women over a host of development-related issues. 35 I 

have endeavored where possible to indicate something of Micronesian 
women's responses to development and development-related issues, 

including the successful efforts of women in Chuuk to address the serious 

problem of alcohol abuse there in the late 1970s. 

I should mention here other decisions involving more practical and 

stylistic matters. Throughout this study, I have employed the more mod­

ern orthographic renderings of major Micronesian islands or island 

groups. I use Chuuk, Kosrae, and Pohnpei rather than Truk, Kusaie, and 

Ponape, respectively. My use of quotations from historical documents and 

my references to the large body of literature produced on the islands over 

the last century or so make the elimination of the older spellings impossi­

ble, however. Given the temporal, geographic, and thematic sweep of this 

study, I have also had to make decisions about parameters. I have elected, 

for example, not to include an examination of the mid-197os debate over 

the construction of a superport in Palau36 designed to facilitate the trans­

shipment of crude oil from the Middle East to Japan. The central issues 

around the superport involved not struggles over colonially directed poli­

cies of development but struggles with more global forces of capitalism 

that sought not the remaking of people but the pursuit of profit and the 

direct exploitation of the natural environment. 

The time period under consideration also requires some explanation. I 

open this study in 1944, when the United States began its violent seizure 

of the area from Japan. The possessing of these islands through war pro­

vided a necessary preface for the establishment of formal colonial rule. 
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The choice of 1982 as the concluding date for this study might strike some 

as perplexing (or odd). After all, the formal termination of the Trust Terri­

tory government's jurisdiction over the Caroline and Marshall Islands did 

not occur until November 1986,  when the United States declared oper­

ative the compacts of free association with what are now the Federated 

States of Micronesia (FSM) and the Republic of the Marshall Islands. The 

Republic of Palau did not emerge as a self-governing entity under its own 

agreement of free association until October 1994, and this after a long, 

confounding, tortuous, and sometimes violent process of ratification that 

endeavored to reconcile continuing American strategic interests with the 

antinuclear provisions of Palau's constitution. Despite the logic of extend­

ing this study to accommodate the approval and implementation of the 

compacts, I believe that the actual terms of free association, finalized in 

1982 through separate negotiations between representatives of the 

United States and the different Micronesian governments, display in strik­

ing relief the past and future purposes of economic development in the 

islands. 

Finally, I find myself compelled to say something about the larger sig­

nificance of this work. There are those who would think a history of eco­

nomic development in American Micronesia from 1944 to 1982 is 

"micro" indeed-"micro" in its relation to larger issues and events in the 

world. But there is, I argue, a broader, wider-reaching relevance to this 

study. Efforts at economic development in the area called Micronesia 

were ultimately about transforming in dramatic and total fashion a peo­

ple who occupied real estate deemed vital to American strategic concerns. 

As inhabitants of islands with many, varied, and different cultural sys­

tems, they were discovered to be "other";  their otherness came to be seen 

as inconsistent with, even threatening to American interests. And so eco­

nomic development became a strategy designed to provide a new, more 

comfortable , malleable, and reassuring identity for the inhabitants of this 

prime piece of strategic real estate. Underneath the liberal rhetoric that 

surrounded arguments, proposals, and programs for economic develop­

ment was a deeper purpose: dominant interests in American society 

would be made more secure, reaffirmed in their privilege and dominance, 

and sustained in their self-image by the remaking of these islands into 

places that had the look, feel, sound, speed, smell, and taste of America 

about them. The remaking of Micronesia and Micronesians is , in part, 

about the way dominant systems of power preserve themselves. Micro­

nesians have much in common, then, with other groups of people who 

have had modernity thrust upon them and who have experienced the 
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consequent normalizing, controlling pressures behind programs of capi­

talist cultural development that seek at once to indict and obliterate dif­
ference in favor of efficiency, conformity, and gain. 

It is not only present conditions in "underdeveloped" worlds such as 

Micronesia that are found wanting. The imposition of development also 

involves the denial of history as well as the remaking of contemporary 

physical and cultural landscapes. As Fredric Jameson has noted, develop­

ment does not allow for a history outside that of the West; development 

seeks to complete the colonial project by defining non-Western areas 

solely in terms of the experience of colonialism. 3 7 History as practiced in 

and by the West becomes a part of the colonizing process in its sacrifice of 
other peoples' pasts to the demanding god of progress. 38 Getting beyond 

development as a discursive strategy of domination and control entails a 

recognition of other ways of knowing, being, and living. Recognizing 

development as part of a larger colonial project that disavows racial, cul­

tural, and historical difference invites an anticolonial discourse that 

"requires an alternative set of questions, techniques and strategies in 

order to construct it."39 I offer, then, this study in support of future histo­

ries and ethnographies that are more locally ordered and meaningful. 



Chapter 2 

Beginning to Remake Micronesia 

It would not be too extreme an interpretive extrapolation to argue that 

Americans' encounters with Micronesians drew their informing prece­

dents from earlier confrontations with native peoples on the North Amer­

ican continent. In a still persuasive piece of literary criticism that fore­

shadowed more contemporary concerns with the issues of texts, contexts, 

and representation, Roy Harvey Pearce has written of the interplay 

between the ideas of savagism and civilization on the expanding frontier of 

the American West. 1 Civilized peoples from Europe regarded as savages 

the indigenous inhabitants of the continent they sought to claim. In their 

confrontation with these "Indians, "  European settlers, argues Pearce, 

were forced to consider what it meant to be civilized and what civilizing the 

savage might require. In the person of the savage, these Europeans saw all 

that they had evolved from and all that they still had to overcome. Initial 

efforts to change and to convert the Indian were ultimately abandoned. By 

1850, the colonizers had come to realize that the spread of civilization 

necessitated the destruction of all that stood as different and thus opposed 

to the principles of private property, manifest destiny, and the general 

ethic of progress. Pearce concludes, "Studying the savage, trying to civi­

lize him, destroying him, in the end they had only studied themselves, 

strengthened their own civilization, and given those who were coming 

after them an enlarged certitude of another, even happier destiny-that 

manifest in the progress of American civilization over all obstacles. "2 

The history of economic development in American Micronesia involves, 

in many ways, an extension of the same patterns evidenced in the 

encounters between Americans and others on an earlier continental 

stage. For American officials dealing with Micronesia, the word "under­

developed, "  it seems, served as a twentieth-century synonym for "sav­

age. " Like "Indian, "  the term "Micronesian" would prove no less 

invented, manipulable, or self-serving an image for imperial interests. 

People identifying themselves as Americans began reaching Micro-

2I 
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nesia in the first half of the nineteenth century. Salem traders, Yankee 

whalers, beachcombers, and the occasional government vessel consti­

tuted the first American presence in the islands. The American Civil War 

even touched the area in the form of a naval engagement between the 

Confederate raider Shenandoah and four northern whalers in the harbor of 

Pohnatik along the southeastern coast of Pohnpei Island in the Eastern 

Caroline group. Among the different groups of nineteenth-century Amer­

icans who labored among, fought in, or passed through the islands, none 

were more persistent in their purposes than the Congregationalist mis­

sionaries of the Boston-based American Board of Commissioners for For­

eign Missions. These men and women, with the help of Hawaiian evan­
gelists they called "assistants," established mission stations in the 

Caroline and Marshall Islands beginning in 1 852. Their admitted objec­

tive was not just conversion to Christianity, but the total "reconstruc­

tion" of life in the islands.3 

One of the missionaries working on Pohnpei, Rev. Albert A. Sturges, 

bemoaned the socialism, communalism, and general lack of individual 

responsibility that he saw as inhibiting progress on the island. Sturges felt 

that only a strong popular acceptance of the notion of private ownership 

could better the people's lives. To this end, Sturges and his colleagues 

built Christian villages, complete with elected sheriffs and a quasi-repub­

lican form of democratic government, and sustained by the ethics of 
Christian work, trade, and commerce. At least they tried. By their own 

admission, things did not proceed as planned. "Many seem to think their 

only duty is to take what we have to give and the more worldly goods the 

better," declared one American missionary in 18 76; "the idea of gratitude 

for the Gospel or services done seems not to trouble their minds." Four 

years later another missionary wrote, "Pohnpei is not where we hoped it 

would be."4 

The efforts of American missionaries on Pohnpei and elsewhere in the 

Caroline and Marshall Islands groups revealed just how integrated 

Christianity had become into a national cultural system at whose core lay 

capitalist values and practices. In a real sense, these missionary efforts 

anticipated the objectives of a later, more formal, encompassing Ameri­

can presence in the islands that promoted a similar social reconstruction 

that went by the more secular name of "development." 

War and Its Representations 

As it had in 1899 and 1914, war would bring a change in colonial 

administrations for Micronesia. Unlike the Spanish-American conflict or 

World War I, whose major battlegrounds lay elsewhere, the islands of 
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the area called Micronesia saw some of the most violent encounters 

between Japan and the United States as they struggled for supremacy in 

the Pacific. Referring directly to the battles fought on Micronesian islands, 
Fletcher Pratt, the author of The Marines ' War, wrote that "never in the 

history of human conflict had so much been thrown by so many at so 

few." With 36,000 shells dropped on it, Kwajalein endured the most con­
centrated bombing of the Pacific War. Other Micronesian islands experi­

enced similar devastation. Some 127,000 American troops, supported by 
535 ships, invaded Saipan on rs June 1944. Caught between the armies 

of the two major combatants and surrounded by Japanese and Korean 

civilian populations of more than eleven thousand, some twenty-three 

hundred Chamorros and nine hundred Carolinians struggled to survive 

in a home become a strange and terrifying land. The battle for Saipan 
created, in the words of Japanese colonial historian Mark Peattie, 

"unbounded horror." Major islands or island groups not invaded experi­

enced the terror and destruction of American bombing; Kosraeans, 

Palauans, Pohnpeians, and residents of the Chuuk Lagoon area all came 

to fear the drone of bombers that arrived with the dawn during the mid­
dle months of r 944. The fighting and bombing transformed the once 

verdant physical environments of many Micronesian islands into rav­

aged, potted, desolate landscapes. Douglas Oliver's general characteriza­
tion of World War II in the Pacific as "catastrophically disturbing" the 

lives of island peoples spoke directly to local experiences of global war in 
Micronesia. 5 

Written texts that seek to describe war and its effects can carry, in their 

own ways, themes that are themselves destructive and dangerous. Homi 

Bhabha, Patrick Brantlinger, Anthony Pagden, Mary Louise Pratt, and 

Edward Said, among others, remind us of the subliminal, politically 

charged messages that can lie embedded in the simplest, most seemingly 
straightforward narratives. 6 While not meaning to deny or diminish the 

tragedy of war, I begin this chapter with a consideration of how repre­

sentations of war-devastated societies in Micronesia ultimately worked to 

sustain American efforts to rehabilitate and develop the islands in ways 

that at once disguised, served, and promoted American strategic inter­

ests. In essence, the project called "economic development" would become 
part of the rhetoric used publicly and internationally to help explain 

America's extended presence among the islands. The devastation of war 

and the powerful images used to describe it served as justifying preface for 
the efforts at social reconstruction that would follow. There would be an 

official history written to see to it. 
Published in 1957, Lt. Cmdr. Dorothy E. Richard's three-volume his-
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tory looms as the officially commissioned record, indeed canon, on the 

United States Navy's occupation and administration of Micronesia from 

1944 to 1951. Its sheer size, the extensive detail embedded in its chrono­

logical narrative, and the inclusion of numerous tables, figures, charts, 

lists, and reproductions of primary documents give Richard's history an 

intimidating quality. The geographical foci of Richard's text are the Mari­

ana and Marshall Islands, where the earliest American fighting had taken 

place and where wartime relief efforts and postwar administrative con­

cerns proved most prominent. Richard represents most of the Marshall 

Islands as totally devastated by the effects of the war. She cites accounts 

from American landing forces that described the people as "ill, dazed, 

hungry and clad in tatters. Even the sails of their canoes were thread­

bare . . . .  Their economy was ruined and they had no trade goods nor 

money. Their diet was barely a subsistence one. There was no market for 

their copra and their coconut trees were deteriorating from lack of care. " 7 

Other Micronesian island groups touched directly by combat are repre­

sented in similar language. 8 In the logic of Richard's text, the destructive 
effects of the war on Micronesian islands necessitated the reconstruction 

of island life, a major effort that would have a particularly American 

character to it. 
Americans expected that their role as liberators would secure a wel­

come reception and an extended period of goodwill from grateful, needy, 

debilitated local populations. Micronesians were said to be awed by the 

landing craft that brought ashore crate after crate of relief supplies and by 

the generosity of American troops who gave away candy, cigarettes, and 

canned goods.9 Eight hundred Nauruans, moved to Chuuk as wartime 

laborers by the Japanese in 1943, are described as having rehearsed the 
Star Spangled Banner for days before the arrival of American occupying 

forces. 10 In the printed pages of Richard's history, the people ofKwajalein 

behave "much as we do, " enjoying democracy and being especially 

appreciative of the antics and adaptations of American troops "who do not 

know how to think in terms of racial condescension." 1 1  Richard records 

the speech of a King Tomeing of Wotje in the Marshalls on the repatria­

tion of his people to their home atoll by American forces. Thanking his lib­

erators profusely, Tomeing, in Richard's account, found deep metaphoric 

lessons in the American flag: 

The bars are telling us to be true and brave, and to be loyal to 

our country; the stars are bright that the people can see by their 

light and understand their message of freedom. The message of 
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the stars we have heard for the last eighty-eight years, but the 
skies were overclouded and we did not get to see them. Now the 

sky is clear and the stars are shining brightly over our head, 
over the whole world. 12 

American liberation of Micronesia did not, however, result in the imme­
diate transfer of the peoples' loyalty or allegiance. More recent ethno­

graphic investigations into the war and immediate postwar periods sug­

gest alternative, variant understandings among different island peoples. 

The brightness of the stars, to use Tomeing's metaphor, was not readily 
perceived by all. The earliest American naval officials in the area 

acknowledged the alienation of islanders toward a nation whose bombs, 

bullets, and blockades had caused injury or death to many of their friends 

and relatives. One Pohnpeian elder remembered hoping for a Japanese 
victory. 1 3  When asked why, he replied that he knew the Japanese and felt 

comfortable with them. He feared the Americans because of what the 

Japanese had said about them. 
A Marine Corps combat correspondent on Kwajalein realized the futil­

ity of asking the people of that atoll to choose between a new colonizer 
recently arrived amidst a hail of exploding shells and the just-displaced 
Japanese regime that had held sway over the atoll for the past forty years. 

Overt cruelty was not part of the official Japanese policy on 

Kwajalein. They must have cultivated some favorites who 
would stand to lose by the Japanese departure. Among the 

younger native people must be others who will wait to see 

how they like the Americans before they decide how they 

liked the Japanese and some who would be too courteous 

to express a liking for your enemy.14 

There was also the matter of intense personal feelings of attachment and 

affection. Marriage between Japanese men and Micronesian women 

added depth, sentiment, and emotion to the relationship between colo­

nizers and colonized, a fact not easily forgotten or overcome by American 
liberation of the islands. 1 s 

An oral history of the period from Enewetak describes the people of 
that atoll as impressed with American military might but distressed by 

the attitudes and behaviors of their new overlords. Americans were seen 

as powerful, intelligent, wealthy conquerors who had little need for the 

people of Enewetak. Remembering war from a badly disturbed, nuclear­

affected present, one resident of the atoll stated, 
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We are like shit to these foreigners (Americans). They give us a 

new way of governing and take off, because they do not need us. 

We will never become like Americans. Now we quarrel like cats 

and rats because this new way of law is unsuited. We need some­

one to help us and to straighten us out because we are not like 
Americans, we are still uneducated, crazy like children. 16 

The American homeland came to be regarded as the "source of a force" to 
be celebrated and feared, a force that was ultimately indifferent to but dis­

ruptive ofMarshallese society.1 7 Conquest and philanthropy were not the 

compatible combination that Americans thought them to be, especially in 

Palau. Palauans sang mournfully to those Japanese and Okinawans 
being repatriated from Babeldaob: 

We won't forget you good Japanese people 
Who were our teachers for thirty years. 

My favorite sakura. 
Our relationship with you has ended 

We don't know which direction to go next. 1 8  

One young Palauan man continued to wear his Japanese military cap 

defiantly even after an American officer told him to discard it; one elderly 

Palauan woman, apparently unimpressed by the distinctions that sepa­

rated the United States from the United Nations, later said to a member of 
an early UN Visiting Mission, "The next time you have a war, please don't 

have it here." 19 

The Politics of Relief and Restoration 
Dorothy Richard tells us that the relief of native populations and the 

restoration of island economies in the war zone constituted the most 

immediate task facing American naval forces in Japan's former Mandate 

Islands. The greatest war-caused destruction occurred in the population 

centers of the larger islands and among communities contiguous to Japa­

-nese military installations-namely, Rota, Saipan, and Tinian in the 

Northern Marianas; Angaur, Koror, and Peleliu in the Western Carolines; 

Kosrae, Pohnpei, and Chuuk in the Eastern Carolines; and Jaluit, Kwa­

jalein, Mili, and Wotje in the Marshalls. All experienced considerable dev­

astation as the result of invasion or aerial bombardment. From a military 

perspective, the immediate relief needs of local populations on war­

affected islands did not tax the supplies or manpower of the invading 

American forces. Troops carried with them as a matter of general policy 
enough supplies and equipment to " insure that the civil population is fed 
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at not less than a minimum subsistence level and clothed in accordance 
with at least minimum needs." The military defined relief supplies as 
"those things required for health and sustenance of the population in 
the absence of other means of local supply or production-e. g., food, 
medicine, tools or equipment normally utilized and required for their 
self-support." 20 

Foreign trade goods had been crossing Micronesian beaches for cen­
turies before the outbreak of World War IL From the late seventeenth 
century to 1815,  Guam had served as a provisioning depot for the Manila 
galleon trade that linked the colonies of Spanish America with Asia via 
the Philippines. Most island societies had demonstrated both enthusiasm 
and imagination in their selective appropriation of Euro-American mate­
rial goods. Although the people of Yap remained largely indifferent to 
Western trading practices through the nineteenth century, the commer­
cial acumen of the Marshallese, Palauans, and Pohnpeians had earned 
generally favorable comment from many European voyagers and traders 
working among the islands. No historical precedents, however, had pre­
pared the people of Micronesia for the speed and relative enormity of relief 
supplies brought ashore by American soldiers during time of war. 

The numbers could be overwhelming. The 462 evacuees from the 
Japanese-held island of Maloelap in the Marshalls 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 offlour, and 1 , 600 pounds of freshwater soup among their 
relief supplies. At Saipan's Camp Susupe, where Chamorro refugees were 
joined by large numbers of Japanese and Korean civilians waiting for 
repatriation, 3 ,950,000 pounds of relief food were distributed between 
April and October 1 945.2 1 

Military commanders and later naval historians were little concerned 
about how island peoples understood and accepted relief supplies. 
Although the navy's historical record and even more recently collected 
oral histories of the period are generally silent on the matter, the cross­
cultural negotiations involved in the distribution and acceptance of for­
eign relief supplies deserves a reflective comment. A long and critical tra­
dition within anthropology has identified the culturally specific contexts 
in which gifts are proffered and received.22 Although generalizations for 
an area as diverse as Micronesia run the risk of essentializing economic 
practices that are complex and varied, it can be argued that relief sup­
plies, perceived as gifts or forms of assistance, established social relation­
ships between givers and receivers and created expectations of future 
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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 hier­

archies that expected acknowledgment and participation in the distribu­

tion of this new, foreign, potentially challenging form of wealth and 

power. 

An account from Pohnpei provides a glimpse of the dilemma.23  There, 

a hundred pairs of green navy work trousers were to be distributed to the 

most needy; in this instance, the most needy were identified as widows, 

orphans, and "people with no pance." The American officer in charge of 

distribution decided it appropriate to give a new pair of these navy 

trousers to Oliver Nanpei, a wealthy landowner and holder of one of the 

three major ruling titles of the chiefdom ofKiti, located along the island's 

western shore. Appearing at the administration building in the town of 

Kolonia the next day in his new trousers, N anpei was confronted by the 

island's executive officer who reprimanded him with the question, "Are 

you needy? Have you no pants that you must wear these?" The descrip­

tion of the encounter provides meager ethnographic detail; nonetheless, 

at its most elemental level, the story underscores conflicting notions of 

need, protocol, and propriety that would haunt America's efforts at eco­

nomic development in the islands for decades to come. To the executive 

officer, a relief item in the possession of a prominent, relatively privileged 
man made a mockery of American standards of relief. A more ethno­
graphic read of the situation might have recognized the local negotiations 

of status and power involved in the introduction of these highly charged, 
symbolically potent goods. 

American occupation of the islands was piecemeal and gradual. The 

seizure of the islands began with Kwajalein in January 1944 and con­

cluded with the capture of Peleliu in the Western Carolines in November 

1944. The war in Micronesia ended formally with Japan's surrender on 2 
September 1945 aboard the battleship USS Missouri, anchored in Tokyo 

Bay. Based in Honolulu, Hawaii, the U.S. Navy's Commander in Chief for 

the Pacific Ocean Areas (CINCPOA) was given responsibility for occupa­

tion and relief efforts in Micronesia; on military command charts, the 
islands were divided into two major groups, designated as the Marianas 

and Marshall-Gilberts Areas. Temporary administrative units staffed by 

naval officers managed each of the captured islands. Policy guidelines for 

the occupied islands had been defined in a January 1944 memo issued by 
the joint chiefs of staff. In particular, the memo committed occupation 
forces to the development of the islands, a condition marked by a return 
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"to their normal degrees of self-sufficiency."24 This policy showed a decid­
edly flawed understanding of the just-ended period of Japanese colonial­
ism in the islands. 

In the distribution of relief supplies, Americans were concerned not to 
"spoil" the people. The navy held dependence to be ultimately corrupting 
of any and all efforts to restore productive economic activity in the 
islands. To this end, the navy arranged for income-generating activities 
so that islanders would be able to purchase trade items. The readily 
apparent enthusiasm of occupation troops for the purchase of local hand­
icrafts provided an instant infusion of cash, thereby allowing the navy to 
establish local trade stores stocked with salvaged Japanese goods and 
later with consumer items supplied through military requisition. Most of 
these trade stores were in the Marshalls. To encourage the manufacture 
and sale of handicrafts, CINCPOA created a special fund of $250,000 to 
stock these early trade stores; this amount was later increased to 
$750,000. In August 1944, for example, the sale of handicraft on the 
atolls of Majuro, Arno, and Aur amounted to $4,220.23. Items sold 
included woven mats, shell necklaces, and model canoes. With the with­
drawal of American troops from the islands, however, sales dropped 
sharply. Where there had once been tens of thousands of occupying 
troops, military forces in the islands totaled 1,041 in October 1945. By the 
end of 1946, about 58 officers and n9 enlisted men constituted the 
American military presence in the islands.2 5  

Efforts to expand the local handicraft industry through export also 
foundered against a June 1945 decision by the United States Department 
of the Treasury's Bureau of Customs; the bureau ruled that the islands' 
status as a foreign territory could not be waived to allow for the duty-free 
importation of Micronesian handicraft into the United States.26  The impo­
sition of import duties upon Micronesian handicraft added costs to the 
production and marketing process that precluded the possibility of profits 
from sales in the United States. 

Before the formal end of hostilities, the military had turned over its 
trade store operations to the Foreign Economic Administration (PEA). On 
21 April 1945, an agreement between the navy and the PEA, successor to 
the ominously named Office of Economic Warfare ( OEW) in Washington, 
D.C. , established procedures for the requisition, transport, and distribu­
tion of merchandise by the PEA to trade stores on occupied islands. The 
FEA's ability to supply these stores depended heavily on the availability of 
naval shipping. On occasion, island communities would stretch Ameri­
can abilities and conceptions of appropriate and needed trade goods; 
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Marshallese requests for shoes struck military officials as excessive and 

unnecessary in light of more pressing requirements.27 The success of the 

first trade store confirmed in military officials' minds the desirability of 

promoting a market economy in the islands, More important, the collab­

oration between the FEA and the navy evidenced early on, albeit in mod­

est dimensions , the intimately entwined relationship between domina­

tion and development, a relationship that would show itself more clearly 
and dramatically at later periods in the more than forty-year period of for­

mal American rule over the islands . 

The use of islander labor in support of occupation forces provided 

another source of income through which the navy hoped to revive local 

markets. 28 In determining the nature of and compensation for local labor. 

the navy adopted the policy llrst set forth in the Hague Convention of 

1907 and the Rules of Land Warfare. These regulations stipulated that 

native labor would be voluntary. to be commandeered only in an emer­

gency. Compensation, which could include rations ,  was to be commen­

surate with prewar scales of 70 sen to 2 yen per day. In a gesture toward 

local sources of authority, CINCPOA ordered that all native labor was to 

be recruited through village headmen or recognized leaders. The number 

of islanders to be hired fell to the discretion of island commanders, who 

were to weigh their labor needs against the costs and the possible disrup­

tion to native economies caused by the large influx of relief supplies and 

the displacement of hired labor away from vital traditional activities. In 

truth. however, the navy drew heavily on other sources of labor to clear 

and restore island landscapes ravaged by war. The military government 

used more than a hundred thousand Japanese nationals, the vast major-­

ity of them soldiers waiting for repatriation, as laborers. A long, drawn­

out process, repatriation of these nationals. whose numbers included a 

goodly number of Okinawans and some Koreans, was largely completed 

by mid-1946.29 Some ilve thousand Japanese troops were held an extra 

six months, however. to assist with clearing operatlons in Chuuk, Palau, 

and Yap. io 

Trade stores, the purchase of local handicraft, and wage compensation 

for employed islander labor proved only temporary strategies designed to 

revitalize the most basic functions of a still nascent market economy. As 

early as 1942, the navy had contracted with the Office of Economic War­

fare to plan a broader agenda for more extensive development of the 

island economies . 31 The plan called for the expansion and diversification 

of vegetable, fish, and lumber supplies to help meet the needs of American 

troops stationed or temporarily billeted in the islands. The Northern Mari-
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anas proved the principal focus of these efforts. In September 1944, 
CINCPOA, now using PEA personnel and resources, inaugurated a veg­
etable-growing program on Guam, Saipan, and Tinian. The purpose 

behind the program was to supplement the rations of the locally stationed 

armed forces and to provide work for native peoples that would con­
tribute to the economic rehabilitation of the Northern Marianas. 

Despite its initial promise, the PEA vegetable project in the Marianas 

did not meet the navy's expectations. Limited shipping space aboard 

naval vessels for goods associated with civilian projects meant delays 

in the procurement and transportation of necessary equipment and sup­

plies. Nonetheless, the military government advertised the farming pro­
ject as a significant achievement in restoring pride and confidence to 

the islands' peoples. Secretary of the Navy James Porrestal credited the 

program with bearing fruit; it had begun as a "nebulous and ungrateful 

task" that had achieved success because of the patience and determina­

tion of those who saw it through. Morale, said the naval officials in the 

Marianas, was enhanced by the income earned and by the "illusion of 
ownership. " 32 

The "illusion of ownership, "  however, proved less than sustaining. A 

petition later presented to the United Nations Trusteeship Council in 1950 

by the High Council of Saipan complained about the general uncertainty 

among farmers caused by the navy's failure to give them deeds to the land 

they farmed. 33 The possible revocation of their permits proved a constant 

source of anxiety and severely inhibited the development of a more mod­

ern economy for Saipan. On behalf of the farmers, the High Council of 
Saipan requested legal deeds to the government land which, it was 

argued, should be offered as replacement for private lands destroyed or 

made unusable by war or war-related activities. 

By the cessation of hostilities in Micronesia, the United States Navy 

was proclaiming that the January 1944 directive of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff "to restore the islands to their normal degree of self-sufficiency" had 

been honored and with considerable success. 34 What exactly naval offi­

cials understood to be a "normal degree of self-sufficiency" was unclear. 
Moreover, in touting its success, the navy failed to mention that most of 

its efforts had been focused on the Northern Marianas, the area of Micro­
nesia assumed to be the most historically and culturally disposed toward 

economic initiatives because of its nearly three centuries of direct colonial 

rule. Similar projects elsewhere in Micronesia were considerably smaller 
in terms of both scope and results; here the "restoration of self-sufficient 

economies" came more accurately to mean clearing and salvage. 
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Other and Earlier Histories of Econornic Development 
Efforts at economic development were nothing new in the colonial his­

tory of Micronesia; earlier colonizers of the area had employed develop­

ment as a strategy of domination through transformation. 35 To the end of 

the German colonial period in 1914, these earlier efforts at development 
and transformation involved foreign trading firms, a fledgling copra 

industry in the Marshalls, and the mining of phosphate on Nauru and 

also on Pais, Peleliu, and Tobi in the Western Carolines. Local 

responses to German efforts at development elicited a variety of responses 

not the least of which were violent rebellion on Pohnpei, vigorous pro­

tests in Chuuk against the exploitation of islander labor in the mining of 
phosphate, and defiance in Palau against colonial policies designed to 

bring about the elimination of cultural practices and institutions deemed 
wasteful and immoral. Beginning in 1914 and lasting until 1944. Japan's 
colonization of the islands proved to be more overwhelming in its dimen­

sions and effects than that of either Spain or Germany. By 1935 ,  there 
were 50,000 Japanese nationals in the islands, the majority of whom 

were from Okinawa. 36 In r940. the total Japanese population had climbed 

to 77,000; two years it reached 96 ,000. By the outbreak of hostili­
ties between Japan and the United States. there were almost twice as 

many Japanese in Micronesia as Micronesians, with Saipan and Koror, 

Palau, serving as the major residential centers for this colonial prewar 

population . Micronesians became increasingly marginaliz:ed spectators in 

the development of their indeed, their cultural survival seemed 

doubtful. 

An examination of the financial ledger of J apan' s Micronesian colony 
reveals dramatically the extent of economic development. 3 7  In 1922 ,  the 

islands were a drain on the imperial treasury, with administrative expen­
ditures required to compensate for the lack of local revenues and the fail­

ure of the very first development projects. By the late 1920s, a combina­

tion of private initiative and government support, especially in the areas 
of sugar and phosphate production, had generated revenues that began 

to reverse this imbalance. In 1932,  local revenues were such that grants 

from the Japanese national government were no longer necessary. By 

1937 ,  the colonial government in Micronesia had a reserve of close to a 

million yen. Within the larger context of the Japanese empire. the eco­

nomic standing and contributions of the Mandate Islands, as they were 

now internationally known, were quite small. The tiniest of Japan's 

colonies, the Mandate Islands provided only r percent of the total value of 

goods produced by the empire in 1939 .  More than offsetting these seem-
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ingly insignificant trade figures, however, was the fact that Japan's ulti­
mate strategic interests in the islands could be served by a relatively 
active, vibrant local economy that paid for the cost of its own administra­
tion. War with the United States would bring an end to all of this. 

War, it might be argued, had more than ravaged the landscapes of the 
islands and atolls of Micronesia; it had obliterated in the minds of the vic­
tors themselves any consciousness or understanding of the area's prior 
colonial history and of the varying strategies employed by earlier coloniz­
ers to direct Micronesian people and their resources toward the service 
of larger metropolitan interests. Indeed, the American military seemed 
determined at times to remove all traces of the Japanese presence. An 
embittered American military official on Palau wanted no trace left of 
Japan's presence in the islands; he thus ordered his construction battalion 
to raze and remove all structures built by the Japanese. 38 The extensive 
remains of the Japanese settlement on the island of Toloas in Chuuk 
Lagoon were similarly treated. American efforts at reconstruction would 
not be carried out on foundations laid by Japan or any other of Micro­
nesia's earlier colonizers. 

Naval commanders, it seems, had hoped that the destructive fury of 
war would sweep away all memories and traces of the colonial past. They 
had done what they could to begin the total make-over of the islands. 
There were neither ears to hear nor eyes to read histories of earlier efforts 
at development that carried within them voices of Micronesian resistance 
and protest. American naval officials believed that time, their ways, and 
their manifest humanitarianism would win the people over. Totally over­
looked, however, were persisting links to deeper, precolonial pasts that 
included a hierarchy of island relations that stretched across the Central 
Carolines from Yap in the west to the Namonuitos in the east. Little 
attention was given to the ways in which nebulous, erratically applied 
strategies for economic development in Micronesia might conflict with 
surviving systems of varied but still powerful chiefly rule throughout the 
Caroline and Marshall Islands. The sociodemographic strategies employed 
by atoll populations, the important role of clan lineages in the allocation of 
land and distribution of wealth, the very meaning of value and exchange, 
and the well-established locally informed practices of cultural adaptation 
and appropriation all failed to register in the minds of Micronesia's newest 
colonial rulers. Naval officials expended little worry over how wages for 
labor might be understood; how trade goods might be contexted differ­
ently in the minds of people who, by themselves, carried on exchange that 
was still largely expressive of social relationships; how practices involving 
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capital, credit, finance, loan, and budgets might disturb social environ­
ments more concerned with obligations toward kin, clan, or chiefs. To 
American military personnel charged with the first efforts at reconstruc­
tion on islands ravaged by war, the phrase "economic development" may 
well have implied the promise of a desirable, necessary, more materially 
comfortable life that would advance the interests of Micronesians and 
Americans alike. For the people of the islands, those two words would lie 
at the heart of yet another brand of colonialism. The future history of eco­
nomic development would prove far more complicated and disturbing 
than what navy planners envisioned. 

Military Government: September 1945 to July 1947 

It came as no surprise to anyone when, in September 1945, President 
Harry S. Truman awarded the navy responsibility for the interim postwar 
government of the islands. The decision had been anticipated and 
planned for two years earlier. Before the formal end of hostilities with 
Japan, the navy had decided that the Mandate Islands would have to be 
governed by naval personnel. The points put forth to promote the argu­
ment evidenced a curious blend of paternalism and bias. Responding to 
calls for civilian government, the officer in charge at the Department of 
the Navy, in a memorandum dated 23 April 1943, argued that the para­
mount strategic concerns that imbued the area with significance would 
necessitate a continuation of naval rule over the area. 39  The cumbersome 
restrictions of civilian bureaucracy were not what was needed in the 
tense, confused environment of the immediate postwar island world. 
Civilian government was to be desired and worked toward, but at a delib­
erate, gradual pace. The greatest threat to the establishment of democra­
tic forms of government was not navy rule, but rather the premature 
introduction of those democratic forms. 

The perceived backwardness of the people of the islands added further 
justification to the need for military government. In making its case for a 
formal structure of military government to replace the departing occupa­
tion forces, the navy characterized social traditions and indigenous forms 
of political government as primitive, feudalistic, and revolving around 
family, clan, and village. Island peoples were said to seldom comprehend 
or respond rationally to political federations or to other features of Euro­
American government. "All in all , "  wrote the officer in charge, "the inter­
est of the inhabitants (and incidentally, the best interests of the United 
States) would be best served by establishing in most of these islands a 
strong but benevolent government-a government paternalistic in char-
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acter, but one which ruled as indirectly as possible (i.e., one which made 
minimum interference with local family and organization and custom)."40 

"Government from a distance" is the way one historian has termed the 
navy's tenure in the islands.41 The word "distance" would come to refer 
to more than just miles of ocean. 

From its Hawaiian base, CINCPOA now held responsibility for the gov­
erning of the region. Local military governments were established for 
each of the major islands. These island governments were headed by a 
commanding officer under whom served an executive officer and a group 
of civil administrators. These civil administrators were actually junior 
naval officers fresh from their training in military government at Stanford 
University's School of Naval Administration (SONA). Reaching their 
assigned islands, they headed smaller individual offices or departments 
responsible for personnel matters, public health, public safety, legal affairs, 
field operations, economics, public works, and education. The title of these 
men as civil administrators, along with their civilian style of dress, was 
intended to blunt the more martial features of military government in the 
islands and thus deflect some of the criticism of naval government ema­
nating from certain government agencies in Washington, D.C. 

The United States Navy defined its immediate objectives for adminis­
tration of the islands in both strategic and economic terms, a conflation of 
categories that suggested the ways in which domination might be 
achieved to serve American interests and a stated objective often forgot­
ten or overlooked by those who see only the crassly political dimension of 
America's agenda in the islands.42 The military's first formal statement of 
economic policy for the postwar period appeared in the Pacific Charter, a 
document issued on 12 December 1945. In addition to the physical reha­
bilitation of the islands and the restoration of educational, health, and 
local political systems, the document committed the military government 
in the postwar period to the economic development of 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. "43 

Civil administrators who headed an island administration's economic 
office were ordered to survey the copra, handicraft, and livestock indus­
tries; conduct studies on all possible marketable and exportable items; 
develop private enterprise; promote the creation of local trading compa­
nies on the major islands and island groups of the area; teach the making 
of soap; and keep accurate records on the presence of pests detrimental to 
economic activities in the islands. Ostensibly to protect the islands and 
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their resources against the rapaciousness of opportunists, the navy closed 

the area to all private enterprise. This ban on foreign investment, includ­

ing entrepreneurial capital from within the United States, also indicated 

American possessiveness regarding the islands. As had the phrase "self­

sufficiency" during the occupation period, the words "economic indepen­

dence" seemed self-evident in meaning to those who employed them. The 

preclusion of a more exact definition would soon prove a problem for the 

colonizers as well as the colonized. 

On 1 November 1945 ,  the United States Commercial Company (USCC) 

assumed the direction for all commercial development from the PEA. 

Although administratively an independent federal agency, the USCC was 

"in effect, a direct agency of the U.S. Navy. " Its internal organization was 

its own , but its chain of command closely paralleled that of the navy. 

Honolulu was the headquarters for all USCC activities in the Pacific. A 

chief representative or liaison officer from the USCC was attached to the 

staff of the commander of the Marianas area, who now had sole jurisdic­

tion for all of Micronesia, including the Marshalls; from this location, the 

USCC liaison officer supervised all company activities in the field. USCC 

personnel in the islands consisted of agriculturists , animal husbandry 

specialists, entomologists, trade specialists, economists, and accountants. 

In February 1947, there were twenty-nine USCC agents in the islands, 

with Pohnpei and Saipan possessing the largest contingents, seven each.44 

As successor to the PEA, the USCC assumed management of the trade 

store program. Although initially successful. the trade store program in 

the Marianas , Marshalls, and Carolines was hindered both by the diffi­

culty of procuring trade goods on schedule and by the shortage of naval 

shipping to transport those goods. Problems with shipping delays were 

sometimes compounded by the type of merchandise provided to the USCC 

stores. The commanding military officer at Yap noted the arrival in May 

r947 of a shipment that included medical supplies ,  steel wool, sugarcane, 

work gloves, woollen drawers, leggings, pins, rubber boots, picks, and 

3 ,rno toothbrushes.45 The officer added sarcastically that toothbrush sales 

on Yap averaged aboui six per month. The problems with shipping and 

supply notwithstanding, most naval officials assumed that these stores 

provided training in business methods and created a firm basis on which 

to expand indigenous trading activities. 

The USCC also assumed responsibility for small-scale development pro­

j ects such as the vegetable farms established in the Marianas during the 

immediate occupation period.46 Despite the joint efforts of the navy and 

the USSC, the agricultural program in the Caroline and Mariana Islands 
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proved of little consequence in terms of acres tilled or crops harvested. 

Land problems, lack of supplies, environmental pests, and what was 

termed "native apathy" all worked to impede what Americans held to be 

acceptable levels of progress. Joint endeavors by the navy and the USCC to 

revitalize other areas of economic activity disrupted by the war proved 
equally unsuccessful. Island communities' preoccupation with rebuilding 

homes and replanting subsistence gardens had seriously hindered the 

earlier attempts to restore the prewar commercial production of copra. 

The purchase of copra at $40 a ton, a price set-it was said-to protect 

against inflation and promote parity among the different islands, attracted 

little local interest. In late 1946, the price was raised to $So a ton, a figure 
only one-third that of the world price.47  Not surprisingly, islander 

responses to such an incentive remained lukewarm. 
The drive to restore the islands' livestock populations proved no more 

successful than efforts to revitalize copra production. Livestock sold 

through the USCC' s trade stores or directly to individuals was butchered 
quickly. The desire of local peoples to obtain poultry and hogs reflected 

the use of such stock as immediate sources of food or as cultural items 

that had little to do with simple commercial or economic values promoted 
by the navy. Failed attempts to revive the once vibrant but Japanese­

manned fishing industries in Chuuk and Palau quickly demonstrated that 

Micronesians still viewed fishing largely in terms of subsistence. 48 

Micronesians' material well-being during the interim period of military 

government compared badly with the prewar days of Japanese colonial 

rule. Annual family income for Micronesians in 1946 stood at between a 
half and a third of what it had been in 1939.49 Under the Japanese, Micro­

nesians had been required to deposit a portion of their earnings as postal 
savings. The United States' reluctant and delayed redemption of these 

postal savings at one-fifth their original value resulted in considerable 

losses for individual Micronesians. Assessing the navy's efforts at eco­

nomic development, one USCC employee in the islands wrote, "We have 
destroyed a twentieth-century economy, and are now trying to put it 

back with bailing wire and splintered boards." 50 Given these failures, the 

navy developed a more discriminating sense of which island groups 
within the region held the most promise and potential. Consequently, spe­

cial programs were devised to enhance the prospects of development in 

the Northern Marianas. Expectations for the remainder of the islands 

were significantly reduced; military officials now expressed the cautious, 

very guarded hope that the Caroline and Marshall Islands could become 
"practically self-sustaining at a satisfactory subsistence level." 5 1 
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The final statement on general economic policy promulgated during 
the military government period was contained in the "Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Interim Directive for Military Government in the Central Pacific Islands." 52 
Approved in April 1947, the document revealed a sense of continuing 
responsibility now tinged by frustration, even exasperation. As had the 
directives and policies that preceded it, this latest statement committed 
the naval administration to the development of a balanced economy 
through the full utilization of natural and other resources. To ensure 
basic subsistence, the military government pledged itself to supplement­
ing local produce, when necessary, with daily food rations. The govern­
ment continued to bolster agricultural development efforts through the 
distribution of tools, seeds, fertilizers , and insecticides. Monies continued 
to be set aside for the revival of local fishing industries and for enhanced 
handicraft and copra production. The directive authorized price controls 
and selective rationing to provide for a fair distribution of all material 
goods and supplies. The military command considered it essential that all 
medical care and school supplies be furnished free of charge "for some 
time to come . " 53  These paternal subsidies showed the frustration that 
began to characterize American efforts at creating in the islands the foun­
dations of a viable economy; impatience resulted as distance, environ­
ment, and culture interrupted the rhythms of progress the navy brought 
to the islands. The inclination to intervene in behalf of people who seemed 
unable to work hard enough or fast enough in their own and also 
American interests had the look of precedence about it. 

Belaboring Micronesians 

The navy listed the impediments to its local development projects as 
many and varied: geography, isolation, distance,  the weather, the lack of 
natural resources, the presence of environmental pests , and the priorities 
of a larger postwar world itself concerned with reconstruction and devel­
opment. As time passed, however, official reports came to focus more and 
more on the alleged inadequacies and failings of Micronesians as laborers. 
Islanders' sense of time, or rather their lack of it , struck naval adminis­
trators as being at the root of all labor problems in Micronesia. Frederick 
Cooper has written that colonizing space is one thing, colonizing time 
another. 54 Economic development requires ,  argues Cooper, an adapta­
tion to rhythms of industrial capitalism and a submission to the idea that 
work has to be steady, regular, and controlled. In a capitalist society 
driven by concerns for production and profit, the clock serves as a panop­
ticon of sorts that observes, segments, and directs peoples' lives .  It ticks 
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away as an omniscient presence, commanding people's attention through 

its intimate link to the productivity it measures, the rewards it promises, 

and the penalties it threatens. It is perhaps the most fundamental and 
determining of capitalist technologies. Greg Dening has also written of the 

importance of the concept of time to the "civilizing mission." Referring 
specifically to the people of the Marquesas Islands but with words that 

strongly evoke histories of colonialism elsewhere in the Pacific, Dening 

comments, 

Civilizing them in its essence was giving them a different sense 

of time . . . .  This new sense of time was not just a concern for 

regularity, although that was important. Making seven days in 

a week and one of them a sabbath, making meal-times in a day, 
making work-time and leisure-time, making sacred time and pro­

fane time laid out time in a line, as it were . . . .  It removed the 

cyclical time of rituals in which a legendary past was re-enacted 

to legitimate and prolong the present. Most important in the new 
sense of time was a notion of progress and a break-out from the 

present. . . .  Their present was not without change, but the fun­
damental mode of their existence was continually to re-establish 

their land in its metaphors. To become civilized, they needed an 

emptiness in their souls that left room for the future. 5 5  

Remaking Micronesia, then, would necessitate first remaking time. The 
various peoples of Micronesia, however, had persisted in living according 

to a very different sense of time through three previous colonial regimes. 

Sensing this resistance early on, the Japanese had consigned the island 

peoples to the margins of economic activity during the years of their man­

date. A report on conditions during Japanese times had noted that "native 

labor as a factor in the agricultural and industrial future of the islands will 

play a very insignificant part. . . .  Even at its best, it is valued, both in effi­

ciency and in wage, at less than half the value of imported Japanese 
labor." 56  Having worked to obliterate all semblance of the Japanese pres­

ence, Americans now endeavored to persuade Micronesians to live by the 

clock; they sought to teach Micronesians the material advantages and 

pleasures of living for themselves rather than for each other. Forty years 

of colonial rule would seem a long time to American government officials 

committed to the agenda of development; it would not be long enough, 

however, to change, at least totally, more indigenous conceptions of time. 

In the immediate period following the cessation of hostilities, the naval 

military government had made extensive use ofJapanese, Okinawan, and 
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Korean laborers marooned by the war. With their eventual repatriation, 

a gradual and encumbered process not completed until December I946, 

the naval administration was forced to rely almost exclusively on Micro­

nesians. As it had during the earlier occupation period, the navy now 

decreed that employment would be voluntary, with payment for all labor 

performed and with no forced separation from home or family. For pur­

poses of compensation, wage earners were divided into six general cate­

gories ranging from apprentices, domestics ,  and unskilled workers to cler­

ical, professional. and administrative workers. 5 7  

Wages varied from island group to  island group and tended to  reflect 

the military's geographical priorities and prejudices regarding different 

groups of Micronesians. The lowest pay scale, that for the Caroline Islands, 

ranged from $0 .15 to $0.65 per hour for laborers, higher of course for 

administrative and professional employees. Pay scales for corresponding 

categories of workers in the tviarshall Islands were approximately double 

those in the Carolines. Saipanese, ostensibly on the grounds that their 

cost of living was higher, received wages one-third greater than those 

paid i.n the Marshalls. Islanders employed on Guam earned $0 .80 per day 

and were provided quarters, sustenance, and clothing. Upward adjust­

ments were quickly made in these initial compensation schedules . By 

February 1947, the base minimum salary for the islands ranged from 

$0-40 to $0.90 per day for laborers and from $15 to $ 70 a month for 

administrative and governmental employees. 58 

An important component of the military government's labor policy 

was training. Instruction in the operation of equipment and machinery 

constituted a prime part of the naval administration's on-the-job train­

ing program. The navy wanted to turn Micronesians into stevedores ,  

plumbers , carpenters, ship fitters, radio operators, typists , and scamen. 59 

Although sex discrimination was expressly forbidden, women were usu­

ally employed in lower-paying jobs that required fewer skills; they worked 

as clerks , secretaries ,  and domestics ,  thus earning considerably less than 

men. In September 1947,  Saipan had the largest number of women 

employed with forty-four; figures for the other islands ranged from a high 

of thirty-eight on Chuuk to none on Yap. Economic development, it 

seems, was largely the work of men. 60 

The naval government's efforts at rehabilitation and development now 

opened up considerable opportunity for Micronesian laborers. The most 

pressing need for labor proved to be on Saipan, Guam, and select areas 

within the Marshalls . Saipan had a large enough labor pool to meet 

immediate reconstruction and rehabilitation needs, but Guam and the 
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Marshalls were forced to rely on imported labor. By the fall of 1945, camps 

for Marshallese laborers from other areas of the atoll complex 

had been established at Kwajalein, Roi, and Majuro. In March 1946, rr3 

Pohnpeians were working on Enewetak. The most pressing need for 

islander laborer, however, existed on Guam. The naval government of 

that island requested a thousand workers from the Carolines but settled 

for three hundred when its initial figure proved unobtainable. 61 

Despite the willingness of Micronesians to travel for work, the mili­

tary' s assessment of Micronesians as laborers quickly showed itself to be a 

decidedly negative one. Drawing from the naval records of the interim 

military government period, Dorothy Richard conceded the congeniality 

that pervaded Micronesians' work ethos; they worked in groups rather 

than as individuals, and with the line between work and play often 

obscured.62 Nonetheless, against American expectations of work, they 

looked lazy, unenterprising, improvident, and both unable and unwilling 

to work at regular, sustained labor. The eight-hour workday kept by 

Americans lay beyond Micronesians' capacities. The problem with 

islander labor, according to Richard, was not only a difference in defini­

tion and attitude toward work, but also an inability to work away from 

home. Marshallese and Yapese exhibited a decided preference for home, 

while Pohnpeians proved just slightly more venturesome. Only Palauans 

and Chuukese demonstrated a capacity for labor in a distant land, but 

their numbers were not sufficient enough, said Richard, to satisfy the 

labor needs of the military government. In short, the navy, as evidenced 

in Richard's text, concluded that Micronesians, because of their natural 

inclinations and cultural orientations, lacked the basic skills and attitudes 

necessary for the successful development of their islands' economy.63 

Richard's history offered a pictorial as well as textual vision of develop­

ment. I refer to the powerful, thematically reinforcing photographs that 

accompany Richard's words. Subliminal, politically charged messages 

can be conveyed graphically well as textually. While the photographs 

employed in the earlier sections of Richard's study underscore a war­

inflicted devastation that requires American beneficence and protection, 

later pictures play upon the trope of a highly romanticized but ultimately 

untenable primitivism. 64 We see photographs of idyllic lagoons, beautiful 

beaches, quaint thatched-roof structures, outrigger sailing canoes, bare­

breasted women, naked children, tattooed chiefs, and a variety of cultural 

practices that at first glance seem to work against Richard's themes. 

By themselves or in different contexts, these photographs could be 

taken as evidence of cultural survival, persistence, and pride. In Richard's 
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Above and right: Editorial izing development through pictures. 
(Richard I ,  1 957; US Navy). 

text, however, these photographs work in conjunction with negative 

assessments about Micronesians' skills and abilities as laborers. The con­

cept of the primitive that informs the deliberate, editorializing placement 

of these middle photographs is employed to indict the very subjects being 

imaged on film. Text and photograph combine to argue that these differ­

ences cannot be sustained in a modern world that requires regular, timed 

and managed work to create self-sufficient and sustaining economies. 
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Later photographs tend to depict women beating clothes in island rivers, 

bathing their crying children in shallow tidal pools, cooking with con­

verted ship biscuit tins over open-air fires, or engaging in other domestic 

routines amidst dilapidated, makeshift structures. The attractiveness of 

the primitive thus dissolves against the hardships and difficulties of life in 

a beautiful but badly underdeveloped area of the world. The last pictures 

in Richard's three-volume study depict collaborative projects in which 

Micronesians labor, listen, or learn under the colonial gaze of the Amer­

ican presence. The overall effect is a highly edited, visually and textually 

coordinated argument for American colonialism in Micronesia and the 

program of development that accompanies it. 

Development Aside 
While the navy wrestled with the problems that plagued its interim 

government, intense debates about the ultimate disposition of the islands 

were occurring elsewhere. Away from the area called Micronesia, plati­

tudes for the development of the islands and their people dissolved to 

reveal the crasser, more self-serving aspects of America's presence-but 

not until after the outcome of the war had been decided. As early as 1941, 

the United States and its allies, through the Atlantic Charter, had dis­

avowed any interests in territorial aggrandizement or acquisition. This 

pledge was renewed three years later as part of the Cairo Declaration. 

With victory assured, however, other sentiments began to be expressed. 

At Yalta in 1945, Secretary of War Henry Stimson insisted that the 
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United States must have the absolute power to rule and fortify the 
islands.65  i/Vhat was involved, argued Stimson, was not annexation or 
colonization, bui the simple acquisition of bases needed by the United 
States to meet its global defense commitments in a threatening, unsettled 
postwar world. Evidencing more of a sense of history, United States Sena­
tor Thomas Hart, himself a former admiral, remembered with chagrin 
how the United States had stood by and allowed the islands to pass to 
Germany in 1899 and later to Japan in 1914. The consequence of that 
abdication of national self-interest, preached Hart, was the unnecessarily 
long and costly war just concluded. Admiral Thomas King spoke even 
more bluntly in a speech given in April 1945: "these atolls, these island 
haTbors, will have been paid for by the sacrifice of human blood. " C,6 King 
did not mention the numbers that sustained his assertion, but others 
would: 7 ,353 dead and 32 ,375 wounded. King would later add that 
Micronesia was as important as Hawaii to the United States. 67 King's 
words evidenced the navy's position of annexation, a position supported 
by former president Herbert Hoover who stated that the development of 
air power necessitated the westward extension of the American defense 
periphery in the Pacific. Hoover went on to insist that the former Mandate 
Islands most assuredly fell within the geographical area covered by this 
extension. 68 Apparently assuming that economic exploitation consti­
tuted the sole criterion for measuring imperialism, Hoover argued that 
American annexation of the islands could not be construed as imperialis­
tic because the United States held no commercial interests in the area. 

Some agencies within the United States government, however, were 
opposed to any outright annexation of the islands, The civilian-run 
Department of State spoke for an internationally recognized agreement 
that promoted the eventual institution of self-government for the islands. 
While the military sought the establishment of American sovereignty 
over the islands to facilitate the construction of naval bases and air sta­
tions necessary for what were perceived to be global security responsibil­
ities, the Department of State advanced a minimal American presence 
consistent with the general climate of decolonization in the postwar 
period and America's commitment to the United Nations as an interna­
tional organization dedicated to the promotion of world peace. 

It soon became apparent that the ultimate disposition of the Caroline, 
Mariana, and Marshall Islands would involve the United Nations. In his 
broadcast summation of the Potsdam Conference on 6 August 1945 , 
President Truman stated, 
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Though the United States wants no territory or profit or selfish 
advantage out of this war, we are going to maintain the military 
bases necessary for the complete protection of our interests and 
world peace. Bases which our military experts deem to be essen­
tial for our protection and which are not now in our possession, 
we will acquire. We will acquire them by arrangements consis­
tent with the United Nations Charter.69 

With regard to the islands of Micronesia, Truman's words spoke to the 
highly calloused, semantically self-serving position that the islands were 
not to be considered annexed or colonized territory, but rather prospec­
tive military bases. Within the United States, the debate now focused not 
on the continuation of American power over the area, but rather on the 
specific institutional vehicle for the exercise of that power. 

Given its occupation and later military government over the area, the 
navy looked to be the logical choice. Strong dissenting voices opposed to 
the continued naval administration of the islands, however, arose within 
the government. Vociferous opposition to the continuation of naval rule 
emanated most strongly from competing quarters of the United States 
government that believed the islands more appropriately placed under 
their jurisdiction-namely, the Departments of State and the Interior. 
Secretary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes criticized the general record of 
naval administration in the Pacific, more particularly in Guam and 
American Samoa. At an address before a joint gathering of the Institutes 
of Ethnic Affairs and Pacific Relations in Washington, D.C. , on 29 May 
1946, Ickes accused the navy of running the islands like a battleship 
while ignoring the true problems of those striving toward democracy. The 
secretary decried the navy's particular brand of absolutism, which 
sneered at constitutional guarantees and was arbitrary, dictatorial, 
racist, and utterly disregarding of civilian rights. The navy, insisted Ickes, 
had no intention of leading the island peoples toward self-government or 
democracy or racial equality. The navy's submission in August 1946 of a 
report to the United Nations on its government of the islands intensified 
the debate. An editorial in the 24 August edition of the New York Times 

praising the navy's report was rebutted seven days later by Mr. John 
Collier, president of the Institute of Ethnic Affairs. Collier accused the 
navy of providing information that was inaccurate, misleading, and "in a 
good many cases, glaringly false. "  On 2 September 1946, the New York 

Times published an article that itself criticized the navy's record in Guam 
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and American Samoa for not adequately ensuring the democratic rights 
of the affected island peoples. Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal 
endeavored to counter these criticisms by arguing in a 24 September let­
ter to the New York Times that the preservation of the inhabitants' demo­
cratic rights was the "exact objective of naval civil government and, for 
that matter, of military government as well" and that the navy's record in 
Guam and American Samoa needed no defense. 70 

Tensions abated with the achievement of a compromise reached at a 
December 1946 meeting involving representatives of the Departments of 
War, State, and the Navy.71 Extensive negotiations at this meeting pro­
duced the idea of a strategic trusteeship that allowed for the primacy of 
American security interests while according some recognition to interna­
tional concerns for the development of self-government among the 
islands. The United States Navy would administer the islands in trust, but 
with the right to maintain military bases and to carry out activities in 
support of its international defense interests . Truman announced the 
plan on 6 November 1946; the United Nations Trusteeship Council gave 
its approval in April 1947. Implementation of the strategic trusteeship 
agreement followed on 19 July 1947. The face of domination now hid 
behind the stamp of an international imprimatur of sorts. The particulars 
of this arrangement will be taken up in the next chapter. 

"Mild Benevolence " as Strategic Denial 

A particularly revealing reflection on the navy's first three years 
among the Caroline, Mariana, and Marshall Islands was provided by Rear 
Adm. Carleton H. Wright in a 1947 article for the Saturday Evening Post, 

a popular American weekly at the time. 72 Wright had served as deputy 
commander for the Marianas area during the navy's occupation govern­
ment and would eventually become deputy high commissioner under the 
Pacific naval commander-in-chief following the United Nations' award of 
a trusteeship. Wright's text reveals the irony, contradictions, and ulterior 
purposes that underscored American colonial rule over the area. 

In his argument, Wright expressed paternal affection for the people of 
the island. Borrowing from classical mythology, Wright thought that 
Micronesia approached the Greek idea of "Islands of the Blessed . "  He 
described the Micronesian temperament as being tranquil and of good 
cheer; this serenity, he believed, derived from a minimum of government, 
a simple economy, and an idyllic, paradise-like environment. Reflecting 
further, Wright felt the islanders' enviable happiness, contentment, and 
self-sufficiency were in inverse proportion to the standards of "Occidental 
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civilization." If civilization were measured by flush toilets, ice cubes, 

machine guns, and sewing machines, then Micronesians were indeed sav­
ages. If, however, civilization meant an economic system in which there 
was no relative poverty, but rather adequate food, shelter, physical secu­

rity, and a social system in which all participate equally and actively in 

the material and aesthetic standards of community life, then the people of 
Micronesia were indeed civilized and had much to teach the rest of the 

world. 

Wright wrote not unmindful of the ills wrought among the islands by 

colonizers from both the East and West. The imposition of alien notions of 

economy, politics, and morality upon the Pacific Islands had created, he 

wrote, squalor, discontent, endemic diseases, and "poor imitations." But 
Wright perceived a resilience among the people that had allowed them 

to persevere and survive. He saw in the continued use of Yapese stone 

money a metaphor of survival, an indigenous measure of worth that per­
sisted while varying forms of colonial currency passed in and out of use 

with the comings and goings of their sponsors. Wright worried, however, 
about the latest threat posed by "brisk missionaries of modernism, the 

bureaucrats, the sentimentalists, and the busybody do-gooders." 73 He 

asked who would protect the island people from the military autocrat, the 

ideology-ridden bureaucrat, and the theological dogmatist. 
Wright hoped for the mitigation of the overwhelming forces of change 

that seemed poised to overwhelm the islands. To be sure, the admiral 

acknowledged the importance of the islands for American strategic inter­

ests. The question became whether or not the satisfaction of those inter­

ests would drastically alter the tone and tenure of established patterns of 

life in the islands. Wright proposed education in basic technical skills that 

would allow the island peoples to build better houses and ocean-going 

craft. Wright admitted to a certain remorse at promoting skills and tech­

nology that would lead to tin rather than thatched roofs for Micronesian 

houses, but all in all, he reasoned, a tin roof would provide a drier, 

cleaner, insect-free environment. 

Schools with native teachers trained not to impose alien cultural val­

ues but to perfect indigenous ones were another of Wright's objectives. 
He argued that these schools should teach English as a second but com­

mon language to compensate for the language diversity within the island 

territory. Islanders, in Wright's scheme, would not be taught to want 

radios or jukeboxes or button shoes. Instruction in elementary tree 

surgery, for example, would be a useful effort that would help the bread­
fruit and other food trees of the area to bear more lavishly and to suffer 
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less from disease or neglect. Wright, in short, endeavored to create a 

school system that would not disrupt islanders' social, aesthetic, or eco­

nomic standards and that would allow them to be left alone. 

Wright's  words on education stood in stark contrast to the then-cur­

rent realities surrounding yet another formidable aspect of the develop­

ment agenda-namely, education. By mid-1947, the navy had opened 

152 elementary schools. Local teachers were hired and paid by the com­

munities in which they taught. Although Wright and other officials pro­

fessed a commitment to instruction in native Micronesian languages, the 

navy supplied the schools with only secondhand primers written in 

English. According to Francis Hezel. the curriculum content of these 

schools was bluntly, almost exclusively, American: "the geography of 

the United States, dialogues on snowmen and machine guns, Stephen 

Foster folk songs, and John Philip Sousa marches. "  74 A directive on edu­

cation dated 12 December 1945 from CINCPOA stated bluntly that the 

schools were intended "to inculcate respect for and loyalty to the United 

States by teaching the history, customs and beliefs of the United State and 

its people. " 75 

"Mild benevolence" was the wistful term employed by \Nright to char­

acterize his policy toward the area and its people. It was a strategy osten­

sibly designed to place the tools and techniques of self-help and self-devel­

opment within the islanders' reach to use as they wished and as they saw 

fit. This, according to Wright, should be the beginning and end of Amer­

ica's contribution. Such enlightened restraint would save these island 

folk from the ills visited upon other indigenous peoples in earlier contact 

with the West. Wright closed his piece by noting that if the dire pre­

dictions of global destruction through intercontinental atomic warfare 

were to come true, the meek of these islands might well come to inherit 

the earth. 

The admiral's commentary placed a benign, even benevolent mask on 

America's domination of the islands. His paternal concern and prescrip­

tions for Micronesians served ultimately to blunt or obscure the dominant 

reality that, as the admiral himself admitted elsewhere, the islands were 

"ours . " 76 Indeed, American nuclear testing in the Marshalls, more partic­

ularly the detonation of two atomic devices in 1946 on Bikini Atoll, 

gave lie to the contention that these "happy, contented people" might 

survive a global nuclear holocaust to inherit the earth. Even before the 

publication of Wright's piece, groups of Marshallese had begun to experi­

ence the disease, displacement, and disruption of the nuclear age. 

A different prescription for America's administration of the islands-
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a different kind of denial of the real costs and effects of that imposed 

administration-found expression in the words of Prof. Benjamin 0. 

Wist, dean of the University of Hawai'i's School of Agriculture. In an 

address delivered on 2 December 1947 before an advisory committee on 

education created by Adm. Louis E. Denfield, the first high commissioner 

for the newly awarded trusteeship, Wist acknowledged that there were 

those who worried about the effects of Westernization upon non-Western 

peoples. Wist conceded that the Micronesians might well have been bet­

ter off and happier if they had been left alone, but the fact was they had 

not. They already differed materially from their forbearers in their social 

practices, hopes, and aspirations. Wist went on: 

We cannot, therefore, in his interest or ours leave him to his 

own devices . . . .  We can, on the other hand, demonstrate that 

we have a genuine faith in American democratic precepts by 

assisting him to achieve self-government, to develop social insti­

tutions and practices in harmony with his needs and desires, and 

to attain the self-respect which can result only from economic 

self-dependence. None of these will result from exploitation, 

paternalism, or restrictive socio-educational opportunities. 77 

Expressed in quite sexist language, West's denial of any exploitative 

dimension to America's presence in the area aligned itself with the domi­

nant strain of American national ideology in the postwar period. The 

blood shed on island shores by American combatants during World War 

II and the assumed primacy of American strategic interests in the area 

led to the conviction that the islands must remain under American rule. 

The general development of the islands was seen as a process that would 

serve American strategic interests and, at the same time, lead to a better 

quality of life for America's island charges. But as we will see in subse­

quent chapters, other realities were at work in the crosscultural encoun­

ters between Americans and different groups of island people called 

Micronesian. 

The public prescriptions of the admiral and the dean, though different 

in character, both represented attempts to rationalize and make palatable 

the exercise of American power in Micronesia. In a sense, their words 

were at once different and the same. In the efforts at economic develop­

ment in the period of naval occupation and military government were 

revealed patterns that would persist over the next four decades. Repre­

sentations of war emphasized a destruction that was cultural as well as 

physical in its dimensions and that made plausible the massive social 
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change and redefinition that economic development entailed. Geograph­

ical isolation, the logistical dilemmas of administration and supply in so 

widespread an island area, the lack of resources, and what was termed 

the general apathy and of a "happy, contented" people consti­

tuted a litany used to explain the first failures at economic development 

during the time. Nonetheless, efforts would continue. The 

ment of the interim government with an 

tioned trusteeship would not seriously alter a program of radical social 

change and transformation that went by the name of "development. "  
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Strategic Developments 

The award of a trusteeship, one of eleven granted by the United Nations 

in the immediate postwar period, did not drastically alter the nature of 

naval government in the islands called Micronesia. What it did do was 

sanction a program of major social transformation that operated under 

the obfuscation provided by the seemingly benign term "trust territory." 

"Making them like US" is another way of describing the flawed, consider­

ably less than successful agenda of development imposed during the 

occupation and postwar years. With its eventual replacement as admin­

istering authority by the United States Department of the Interior in July 

1951, the navy would leave behind, in the words of its critics, not a trust 

territory but a "rust territory."1 

Underneath the veneer of trust that had turned to rust, different 

groups of island people struggled in their encounters with the concept of 

development and its larger strategic purposes. This chapter includes an 

examination of efforts on Angaur in the Palau group to confront the 

destructive, divisive forces of American dominance that revolved around 

the mining of phosphate. From the Chuuk Lagoon area emerges a second 

example of a local encounter with development. There, in the last year of 

the navy's administration of the Trust Territory, people engaged the 

Western economic concept of savings. Their culturally informed negotia­

tions, as we will see, added new layers to imposed economic practices, lay­

ers whose textures and meanings involved more than the simple accu­

mulation of money and material goods. I turn first, however, to the formal 

chartering of American colonialism over the islands and to the navy's 

efforts at government and development under that charter. 

The Navy's Trust Territory 

The veil of legitimization provided by internationally sanctioned trea­

ties or arrangements often can be used to hide or even help promote the 

SI 



52 Chapter 3 

subordination of others. The 1947 Trusteeship Agreement behveen the 

United States and the United Nations over the postwar status of the 

Caroline, Mariana, and Marshall Islands served just this purpose. Con­

ventional critics have often pointed to the failure of the United States to 

satisfy its obligations under the Trusteeship Agreement, but a closer scru-

of the document's terms and conditions reveals just how extensive 

was America's license to control and direct. The Trusteeship Agreement 

granted to the United States 

full powers of administration, legislation, and jurisdiction 

over the territory subject to the provisions of this agreement 

and gave it the authority to apply to the trust territory, subject 

to any modifications which the administering authority may 

consider desirable, such of the laws of the United States as it 

may deem appropriate to local conditions and requirements.2 

The dimensions of America's dominance showed themselves clearly 

under Article VI, which "committed" the United States to fostering the 

political, economic, social, and education advancement of the islands. 

Indeed, the United States government received license not only to foster 

but to define the very nature of development in categories or areas of 

activity that encompassed, under a Western scheme of being at least. 

every major aspect of life and living. Further indicative of American con­

trol over the territory was Article XV of the Trusteeship Agreement, 

which stipulated that no LV< 'U H'JH, UU>V<<�>HVU or termination of stipu­

lated sections could be effected without the consent of the 

Article XII allowed the United States to withhold from the 

United Nations information on any matters directly relating to American 

security interests. At the insistence of representatives from the Soviet 

Union during the UN Trusteeship Council 's review of the agreement. a 

telling reference to the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands as " an inte­

gral part of the United States" was deletcd. 3 

In its governance ofthe territory, the United States secured the right to 

incorporate the islands into customs, fiscal, and administrative unions or 

federations with other territories and to enter into membership with var­

ious regional bodies, organizations, and institutions in the satisfaction of 

its obligations under the Trusteeship Agreement. To ensure that the Trust 

Territory, in accordance with the charter of the United Nations, played its 

part in the maintenance of international peace and security, the United 

States was entitled to establish military bases and to construct fortifica-
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tions. The stationing and deployment of armed forces was permitted as 
was the construction of facilities to promote international peace and to 
maintain law and order in the territory. 

With the commencement of the trusteeship on July r947, the identifi­
cation of specific administrative policies became the navy's first major 
task. Some months later, on rs January r948, the navy issued the basic 
policy objectives for its administration of the islands, objectives said to be 
in total accord with its responsibilities to the United Nations. The docu­
ment evidenced the qualified commitment to self-government that oppo­
nents of naval rule had feared. Micronesians, it was written, were to be 
guided toward "the highest degree of self-government which they were 
capable of assimilating" ; playing on shades of meaning and semantic dis­
tinctions within a distinctly self-serving colonial vocabulary, Adm. Leon 
S. Fiske, the deputy high commissioner for the Trust Territory who 
replaced Rear Admiral Wright, later added that "we advocate self-gov­
ernment, not necessarily democracy."4 From his office at Pearl Harbor 
some 2,000 miles distant from the Trust Territory's easternmost border, 
Fiske declared that the American pattern of self-government could not be 
forced upon people as varied in cultural institutions as the Micronesians. 
The hereditary class structure of rule by chiefs provided the best founda­
tions for a more appropriate pattern of native government. Indirect rule, 
then, was to be the way the navy administered the Trust Territory. 

As defined in the Handbook of the Trust Territory put out by the navy for 
r948, indirect rule meant the use of existing indigenous structures of gov­
ernment; such a strategy, in the minds of its employers, allowed for a min­
imum of intervention and also reduced the likelihood of manipulation by 
local competing groups, factions, or individuals. Indirect rule, it was 
argued, helped overcome the foreign and arbitrary features of imposed 
colonial administration while permitting the involvement of native peo­
ples in the actual process of government. To guard against the abuse of 
power by local chiefly leaders, the navy at the same time committed itself 
to training younger persons of ability, regardless of rank. 

As it had since its earliest occupation of the islands, the United States 
Navy continued to stress economic development as mandatory preface to 
advancement in any and all other fields of social activity. Adm. Arthur W. 
Radford, who by virtue of his position as commander in chief of the navy's 
Pacific Forces also served as the Trust Territory's high commissioner, had 
made this relationship explicit in a letter to the chief of naval operations 
in Washington, D.C. Radford conceded that the granting of the trustee-



54 Chapter 3 

ship "did not represent the will of the indigenous people . "  He went on to 
note, however, that the peoples' sovereignty was being withheld from 
them temporarily 

that they might be educated, induced, and assisted to cope 
better with the impact of Western civilization . . . .  Certain 
policies and details of their advancement, determined by the 
Western World as desirable are imposed upon them, notably 
in the several fields: organization of municipalities, requirements 
for safety and health, taxation, and elementary education. The 
Administering Authority has a grave responsibility that the steps 
taken are well adapted to the state of acculturation of the inhabi­
tants and their environment and, if possible, tactfully imposed 
in order that the maximum progress can be effected without 
deleterious consequences. 5 

For Radford, economic development constituted a necessary prerequisite 
for the return of sovereignty to the people of Micronesia. Economic devel­
opment, believed the admiral-cum-high commissioner, had to be regu­
lated carefully to create a sufficient number and variety of enterprises, to 
exploit fully the natural resources of the area and abilities of the people, to 
improve the general standard of living, and to attain the maximum 
degree of self-sufficiency. Thus were the and self-serving strate­
gic politics of economic development articulated. 

The Island Trading Company 

Things had not gone as planned for the United States Commercial 
Company during the period of the interim government. The costs 
of operating in the islands, compounded by the serious differences that 
had developed with navy officials over the future direction of development 
in the islands, led to the company's  decision to terminate its operations in 
Micronesia, effective 31 December 1947. After some consideration, the 
navy created the Island Trading Company (ITC) as a replacement for the 
USCC. 6 Its main office on Guam, the ITC opened branch operations on 
Kwajalein , Majuro, Pohnpei, Yap, Weno, and Koror. 

Trade stood as the first priority and most successful area of operation 
for the Island Trading Company. Staples such as rice, flour, canned 
milk, cigarettes ,  sugar, salt, biscuits, canned meat and fish, matches, and 
cooking utensils stocked the shelves of the island stores. Despite the prob­
lems of procurement and distribution for such a large area as the Trust 
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Territory, the ITC did well by its own measure. As a result of its care­

ful efforts and accounting practices, the ITC, on 30 June 1951, reported 

assets of $2,998,930.21 against liabilities of $2,149,240 . 77, of which 

$1,801 ,713.58 represented the amount technically owed the navy for its 

shipping and other subsidies .  7 

Other areas of the ITC' s effort to help develop the islands economically 

proved much less successful than its trade store operations .  8 The whims 

of the world market defeated the development of the copra industry in the 

Trust Territory. A variety of small-scale development projects that 

included a duck farm and bee project on Majuro, a marine railway on 

Chuuk, an experimental coir fiber farm on Pohnpei, a coffee project on 

Saipan, a cacao plantation in Palau, and several small boat-building pro­

jects dispersed throughout the islands all foundered against a series of 

environmental, logistical, and cultural impediments.9 

Efforts to exploit fish stocks and other marine resources such as tro­

chus shell suffered from fluctuations in world prices and the logistical 

difficulties of doing business amidst the vast watery expanse that was 

Micronesia. The considerable investment in scientific studies and training 

programs apparently could not convince islanders to fish for commercial 

profit instead of subsistence. In her assessment of the failure of marine 

resource development, Richard concluded that the waters around Micro­

nesia had little value for Micronesians except as a source of subsistence 

food and as a pleasant place to sail: "The greatest number of sea creatures 

in the world might inhabit those waters but they were safe from molesta­

tion by the natives." 10 

The Colonial Culture of Agriculture 
While the ITC engaged in commercial trade and small-scale develop­

ment projects, the naval administration concerned itself with what it held 

to be more potentially significant areas of economic advancement. Oper­

ating on the assumption that a formal system of agriculture constituted a 

precondition for the growth of modern economies and oblivious to the 

constraints of the physical and cultural environments about them, naval 

personnel embarked upon a program of agricultural development in the 

islands. In its efforts, the naval government solicited the assistance of the 

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). The Department of 

Agriculture responded with an elaborate proposal that included the 

establishment of an agricultural vocational school, the construction of a 

main experimental institute with branch stations on the major islands, 
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and a program of agricultural extension courses throughout the Trust 

Territory, all at a cost of approximately $500,000 a year and under the 

supervision of the Department of Agriculture itself.11  

Then Deputy High Commissioner Carleton Wright opposed the USDA's 

plan because it involved too little participation by the peoples of Micro­

nesia. Instead, the deputy high commissioner requested Dr. Harold A. 

Wadsworth, dean of the College of Agriculture of the University ofHawai'i, 

to suggest an alternative plan for the general improvement of the agri­

cultural situation in the Trust Territory. Wadsworth, in his report dated 

8 September 1949, recommended basic scientific studies in insect and dis­

ease problems, investigations into the agricultural economics of the Trust 

Territory, preparation of basic data leading to more effective land use poli­

cies, improvement in subsistence food production, appropriate agricul­

tural courses in the schools and the communities, and revitalization of the 

old Japanese agricultural demonstration station on Pohnpei.12 

The Wadsworth Report's call for further study had the feel of precedent 

about it: much of the history of economic development in the Trust Terri­

tory would involve the production of studies and reports that called for 

further studies and reports. Nonetheless, the Wadsworth Report became 

the basis for an agricultural policy during the navy's administration of 

the Trust Territory. It made little difference, however. Dorothy Richard 

remarked with an insight tinged by pessimism that all of the agricultur­

ists, quarantine experts, and entomologists could not succeed in making 

agriculture a source of income for Micronesians. The seeming absurdity 

that at times could characterize the navy's economic program can be 

glimpsed in the plans for the commercial exploitation of the islands' few 

small forest lands. With funding from the Hawaii-based Pacific Science 

Board, Mr. Colin Marshall, conservator of forests in Fiji , conducted a sur­

vey of forest land in the Trust Territory during July 1950. From his sur­

vey, Marshall concluded that the islands "have no forests which in the 

immediate future can be developed to provide lumber either for export as 

a cash crop or for local use ." 13 This fact, however, did not stop the even­

tual establishment of a Department of Forestry for the Trust Territory. 

The Colonizing Politics of Conservation 
During its tenure in the islands, the United States Commercial 

Company had conducted an extensive economic survey of the islands for 

the interim military government. Based on this survey, the USCC had put 

forth a comprehensive development plan for the islands. This plan, con­

sidered in the following chapter, went largely ignored and proved to be a 
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major part of the friction between the company and the military govern­
ment. Dissuaded by the sweeping dimensions of the plan and by its own 
failed efforts at agricultural development, the navy eventually opted to 
pursue a far more modest program that involved the continuation of local 
development projects and the inculcation of basic market economy con­
cepts through the ITC' s trade store program. This relatively cautious, 
now go-slow approach to economic development was mirrored in the 
navy's attention to the conservation of the natural and human environ­
ments within Micronesia. It was a conservation program that reflected 
the deeper strategic concerns that infused the navy's view of development 
in the Trust Territory. 

The naval administration sought to preserve the limited natural 
resources of the area by rigid conservation laws and interim regulations. 14 

The indiscriminate exploitation of natural resources and profiteering by 
foreign-owned businesses were expressly prohibited. To prevent the fur­
ther alienation ofland, the navy reaffirmed its policy to refuse commercial 
licenses to foreign individuals, companies, and associations whose activi­
ties were deemed abusive of local populations and the natural environ­
ment. 15 Other conservation regulations concerned measures designed to 
control the outbreak of fires and eradicate such environmentally harmful 
pests as the rhinoceros beetle, the Giant African snail, and the banana 
root borer. The specific means employed to implement this early environ­
mental conservation program, as well as its operating assumptions, had 
a heavy colonial tinge to them as these imposed regulations, restrictions, 
and general practices reflected very alien assumptions about the environ­
ment and human beings' relationships with it. 

A program of human or social conservation, called by its critics the 
"zoo theory," complemented the navy's efforts at ecological protection, or 
rather applied the concept of conservation to the human as well as 
natural environment. Concerned in the larger postwar world with the 
containment of world communism, the navy in Micronesia practiced a 
different form of containment that served equally well its global strategic 
concerns. In October 1947 Deputy High Commissioner Carleton H. 
Wright, reiterating sentiments expressed in his Saturday Evening Post arti­
cle, proclaimed the navy's intention to avoid upsetting the "natural and, 
I might add, superbly happy existence of these natives by endeavoring to 
introduce into their lives an overdose of what you and I are pleased to call 
'civilization. '  " Wright went on to affirm the American belief in helping 
the islanders to help themselves, but without unduly interfering in their 
"simple, happy life." To Wright's mind, the rights of individuals were 
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being protected, the economic independence of the residents was being 

established, and a government by and for island peoples was being cre­

ated. Speaking directly to the criticisms of navy government in the islands 

made by academics, Wright concluded that a visit to the islands would 

confirm in anyone's mind that "these contented islanders . . .  are being 

bound to us by ties of mutual cooperation as well as friendship. " 1 6 

Attempts to transform islanders into skilled, reliable workers also 

continued during the Trust Territory period. The navy issued its general 

policy for labor practices in the Trust Territory on 22 March 1949. Con­

sistent with the United Nations Charter and the Trusteeship Agreement, 

these guidelines stipulated equal opportunity for all comparably qualified 

individuals, equal pay for men and women engaged in the same or equiv­

alent work, and advancement in pay and rank based on demonstrated 

proficiency, length of service, and the successful completion of on-the-job 

training programs designed to enhance job skills. Classifications for work­

ers applicable throughout the Trust Territory were established in March 

1949; these classifications ranged from apprentices through categories of 

unskilled, semiskilled, and skilled workers to specialists, administrators, 

and professional staff. 1 7 

Government employees proved the largest but not necessarily the most 

secure group of workers in the Trust Territory government. Government 

employment had dropped from 2,300 in 1948 to 1 ,517 by June 1951. 

Throughout the navy's administration of the Trust Territory, the over­

whelming number of government employees were male. On the eve of the 

navy's departure, Saipan had the largest number of female employees 

with 43 and also the highest percentage of females in the work force with 

1 7  percent. The Marshalls, for the same period, reported 5 female workers 

out of a government labor force of 205. 18 Prejudices on all sides of the cul­

tural divide worked to limit the number of indigenous women employed 

by the government. While most Micronesian societies viewed work in 

offices, stores, or foreign households as antithetical to the role and respon­

sibilities of women, the United States Navy's seemingly more liberal atti­

tude masked the deeper patriarchal bias of the society from which it had 

come. Women were offered a place in the workforce but in lesser, often 

demeaning jobs and at considerably lower pay than what men earned. 

Wages continued much as they had during the navy's interim govern­

ment, privileging administrative and skilled labor over other workers and 

revealing the regional, sexist, and strategic prejudices of the navy pres­

ence. 19 Modest increases during the navy's administration of the Trust 

Territory did not disturb the prejudices of the wage scale. Workers 
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employed away from their home islands were provided medical care and 

recreation facilities at no cost, and housing and meals at cost. Such pro­

visions did not preclude problems and misunderstandings, however. As a 

result ofrecruitment by the navy, Palauan women journeyed to Guam to 

accept work as domestics in the households of naval personnel. While on 

Guam, many of them became pregnant and were thus forced to return 

to the care of their families in Palau. Before leaving, however, they 

requested from the navy severance pay and money to cover the cost of 

their return travel to Palau. The navy apparently regarded their pregnan­

cies as seditious. In a perverse defense of culture, officials identified the 

women as members of a larger dissatisfied group bent upon the deliberate 

violation of traditional Palauan customs. Consequently, the civil admin­

istrator's office in Palau directed that henceforth no woman was to travel 

to Guam unless accompanied by her husband.20 The navy could also 

manipulate as well as indict Micronesian societies and their social prac­

tices. No system of social security was created for island workers because 

"in their society none was necessary."21 

In her section on labor relations during the navy's administration of 

the Trust Territory, Dorothy Richard wrote that there were no trade 

unions in the Trust Territory because there were no labor problems. In 

fact, the Trust Territory did have a fundamental labor problem, and it 

involved the very nature and meaning of work. Other words written by 

Richard revealed the chasm that separated naval expectations from local 

definitions of work. Reiterating her assessment of Micronesian labor at 

the close of the interim military government period in mid-1947, Richard 

concluded that the naval administration found it a struggle to persuade 

island laborers to observe regular working hours and stay on their jobs 

over an extended period: "The Micronesians were accustomed to work 

where and if they desired and a five day week and an eight hour day of 

specific hours was beyond their ability to understand and appreciate . It 

was a problem the Navy never resolved."22 

Very Telling Stories 

"Blaming the victim," a practice often employed in Richard's three­

volume history of the navy in Micronesia, is certainly nothing new to the 

histories of colonialism in the region. As had previous colonizers, naval 

officials often indicted island people for the perceived ignorance, indiffer­

ence, and primitive logic with which they approached the modern world. 

The navy's exasperation sometimes showed itself in the form of humor­

ous stories that sought to call attention to the seemingly odd, hilarious 



60 Chapter 3 

ways in which Micronesians confronted the novel and the strange.23 

These funny stories, however, did little to mask the dynamics of a larger 
exploitative process that was not funny at all. In effect, these colonizing 
tales mocked island people for their assumed inabilities to cope with, 
adjust to, or understand the most rudimentary of market practices. In so 
doing, these stories conveyed a not-so-subtle and continuing justification 
for American colonialism in Micronesia. 

Richard's history of the naval administration relates stories that credit 
Micronesians with no sense whatsoever of the economic forces that effect 
supply, demand, and price. Moreover, this assumed basic ignorance is 
compounded in these stories by the allegedly bizarre, irrational prefer­
ences that Micronesians exhibited toward Western goods. Yap provided 
the setting for a number of these tales. There, the people were described as 
having a peculiar desire for red and blue cloth, which they unfortunately 
used to further enhance the distinctions in their primitive caste system. 
Another story recounts the enthusiastic response of Yapese women to the 
sale of navy T-shirts; they were said to have bought them eagerly, then 
worn them with delight after cutting two holes in front to make them­
selves more comfortable.24 A third tale speaks of two Yapese schoolteach­
ers from Gagil who were compensated for their work in a local village 
school with stone money. The two, "dolled up to a fare-thee-well, with 
bright new purple and white banana gee-strings, hibiscus blossoms in 
their hair and ears," tried unsuccessfully to use the stone money to pur­
chase trade goods at the ITC store on Yap. The story went on to narrate 
how "when the storekeeper remonstrated through his translator, the cus­
tomers first became dissatisfied and then irate. They pulled up the stone 
disk, slammed it back on the counter . . .  waved their arms, slapped their 
bronzed, coconut-oiled chests and filled the air with shouts and betel 
juice. "25 They calmed down and left the premises after learning that tra­
ditional Yapese stone money was not acceptable currency for trade store 
purchases. Similarly, a narrative from Palau speaks of a local chief whose 
expectations of trade were markedly different from modern economic 
understandings: the chief is said to have berated the ITC store manager in 
Palau for failing to supply a husband for his daughter. 2 6  

What Nicholas Thomas has called the idea of "savage commerce" 
clearly evidences itself in these navy stories.27 The desire for Western 
goods, especially cigarettes, is depicted as obsessive. The proverbial "walk 
a mile for a camel" was nothing compared to the distances Micronesians 
were said to travel by outrigger canoe to procure cigarettes when the sup­
ply at their local trade stores became exhausted. A story from the Mort-
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locks underscores the point.28 Desperate for a smoke and with no ciga­
rettes available on their home atoll of Etal, seven men set out in a canoe 

for the Chuuk Lagoon area to procure cigarettes. During their journey, 
the group was blown off course by a storm. They drifted for sixty days and 

across seven hundred miles of ocean. Of the seven, only two survived to 
reach the island of Sorol, where their craft was blown ashore. The moral 

of the story for those who told it concerned the potential for tragedy that 
lurked beneath the desires of mindless savages. 

Stories could underscore too the problems that Micronesians suppos­

edly had in comprehending the most basic of modern concepts and prac­

tices. Dr. Nathaniel R. Kidder, an anthropologist with the Coordinated 

Investigation of Micronesian Anthropology (CIMA) project that operated 

in the Trust Territory during the navy's administration, recounted in a 
speech before the American Sociological Society on 28 December 1949 

how a Yapese chief described himself in a census interview as being forty­

four years old. 29 The statement did not coincide with other information 

about the individual in question. When pressed, the chief showed Kidder 

an identification card given him by an officer of the occupation forces 
some four years earlier in 1944. On that card, he was listed as forty-four 

years of age; it was the chief's understanding, according to Kidder, that 
his age would be forty-four for the rest of his life. 

Naval administrators and ITC personnel looked with bemusement on 

the way island peoples paged carefully and with amazement through 
mail-order catalogues. Their amusement turned to nervous trepidation, 

however, when Micronesians actually began to order items from the cat­

alogues of the Sears Roebuck, Spiegel, and Montgomery Ward compa­

nies. When fears arose that catalogue sales might seriously undermine 

the position of the ITC trading stores in the islands and the economic 

lessons and values they sought to inculcate among the people, 30 there 

were calls for the government to intervene in behalf of the ITC and mar­

ket education. In a peculiar, revealing twist of colonial logic that under­

scored at once the self-defining and sometimes contradictory posture of 

American colonialism, the Trust Territory administration decided that 

restrictions on consumer preferences were undemocratic. Such restric­
tions, noted Deputy High Commissioner Wright in a letter dated 2 April 

1948, would result in widespread popular dissatisfaction. Wright, there­

fore, directed that the "final decision as to how an individual shall spend 
his money shall be left to him and not to another person."3 1  

With the government refusing to interfere with consumer preferences, 

catalogue sales grew dramatically in the Trust Territory; the companies 
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did more than $300,000 worth of business in 1948. In Palau, the value of 

catalogue orders averaged $ 7,000 a month. The infusion of new and dif­

ferent kinds of material goods was not the only consequence of the mail­

order business. One education official in Palau conceded that being able 

to order by catalogue provided a strong incentive for the learning of 

mathematics; eighth-grade pupils at the Koror Intermediate School in 

Palau became proficient in preparing money orders for their families, 

clans, and villages. More distressing to American administrators was the 

"aesthetic" value of otherwise unusable or impractical items ordered by 

catalogue. One Marshallese bought an expensive record player, which for 

lack of electricity in his home he could never hear; the mere sight of his 
acquisition, however, was said to give him untold satisfaction. Another 

islander ordered a leather traveling bag. Rather than use it when travel­

ing, he suspended it from the rafters of his thatched hut, content simply to 

stare at it for long stretches of time each day. 32 

It is difficult to know the basis in fact, if any, for these stories and the 

deeper, more culturally rooted values affecting what naval personnel 

chose to dismiss as instances of silly, primitive consumerism. The value of 

these stories, I think, lies in how they reflected or even fed the prejudices 

of government administrators. Indeed, so powerful was the general 

indictment of Micronesian abilities as evidenced in these stories that 

naval officials assumed more direct or overt instances of protest to be the 

lilrn product of primitive phantasy and ignorance. In Yap, there was out­

right resistance to the imposition of taxes designed to provide revenue for 

recently established municipal governments. 33 The taxes were to come 

due on 1 July 1 947. According to the civil administrator's report, the peo­

ple of Yap could see no reason for such taxes. The principal opposition to 
the tax came from the chiefs, who questioned the right of the United 

States to impose upon their people what they understood to be tribute 

obligations. In his response to the report, Deputy High Commissioner 

Wright noted that it was completely unrealistic to think that the United 

States would leave the chiefs of Yap completely alone as they wished. 

Moreover, according to Wright, there were convincing indications that 

the people of Yap genuinely appreciated and benefited from the programs 

of the administration. Wright thought it unfair to the American taxpayer 

to be burdened with the entire costs of administrative and social services 

in Yap. A different social and economic system on Yap could not be used 

to justify that island group's unwillingness to help defray the costs of gov­

ernment there. Becoming citizens in the modern world required that a 
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people pay at least part of their way. Missing from the admiral's calcula­

tions, of course, were more distinctly Yapese concerns about power, 

authority, and the relationship between chiefs and people.34 

Countering Development: The Case of Angaur 

To this point, I have written largely of colonial prescriptions for eco­

nomic development as a discursive strategy designed to promote the 

transformation or remaking of a people under that alien, indiscriminate, 

and totalizing term, "Micronesia." Other stories can be told about the first 

years of American administration, stories that begin to suggest the ways 

in which different peoples within the region encountered and responded 

to the forces that sought to control and remake them. The navy accounts 

speak sparsely, often pejoratively, of the peoples the navy sought to 

change through the developing of them. The most modest of crosscultural 

studies would suggest that the negotiations between indigenous systems 

of exchange and capitalist notions of trade and economy are layered, 

complex, fraught with misunderstandings and problems, but also offer 

possibilities for indigenous peoples. I am not able to write a history that 

could begin to do justice to the diversity of responses that marked islands' 

encounters with the proposition called "economic development." 

Accounts drawn from local, ethnographic, and historical texts, however, 

suggest something of the encounter with the forces of development from 

the other side of the beach. The histories that I represent here concern the 

long, troubled history of phosphate mining on Angaur in the Palau group 

of the Western Carolines, and the somewhat more playful engagement 

between the people of the Chuuk Lagoon area and capitalist practices 

involving savings and cooperatives. 

Before the American nuclear testing that began on Bikini in 1946, no 

island in the Caroline or Marshall groups had suffered a deeper, more pro­

longed colonial disturbance than Angaur. As in the Marshalls, however, 

development proved not a discourse of false promises but a belated, inad­

equate package of compensation designed to mollify a people for the 

wounds caused to their land and society. Begun in February 1909, the 

mining of phosphate and the environmental havoc it wreaked had quickly 

turned Angaur into the "hottest place in the Pacific."35 The construction 

of a railroad, drying plant, sawmill, loading dock, warehouses, thirty-two 

European residences, and eleven workers' dormitories further blighted a 

landscape already ravaged by the open-pit technique used to extract 

phosphate. German overseers and mechanics drank excessively, fought 
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each other, and openly defied their company supervisors. The abuse of 

Carolinian and Chinese laborers brought to mine the island's phosphate 

included low wages, frequent payment in the form of near worthless cou­

pons rather than currency, forced purchases with these devalued cou­

pons of overpriced goods in the mining company's store, physical punish­

ment, poor housing, and extended working hours. By 19rr, the situation 

had deteriorated so badly that German colonial officials elsewhere in the 
Carolines were refusing to assist in the recruitment of islander labor for 

Angaur.36 

American naval officials had little interest in this or any history of the 

islands. For them, World War II created a zero point from which history 

was to begin. The memory of the past on Angaur, however, was not so 
shallow or selective. According to a history of phosphate mining recorded 

in 1941 by Ucherbalau, the paramount chief of Angaur, representatives 

of the Deutsche Siidsee-Phosphat-Aktien-Gesellschaft (DSPAG), a con­

sortium of German banks and other firms, reached the island in 1907 and 
immediately refused to negotiate with the ranking chief of the island 

"because she was a woman." 3 7 The Germans chose, instead, to negotiate 

with five clan heads whom they took to Koror; there, the group was 

offered 500 marks and several pieces of traditional shell money for the 

rights to all phosphate on the island. When the five declined the offer say­

ing they possessed no authority to make such a deal, the Germans forced 
them at gun point to sign the agreement and accept the money. An inves­

tigation in response to a complaint to German colonial representatives in 

the Western Carolines by the island female chief resulted in an investiga­
tion that led to payment of an additional 700 marks, but with no provi­

sions for any royalties and with no requirement that a proper agreement 

be negotiated with the people of Angaur for the mining of their phos­

phate. According to Ucherbalau's history, the Germans then deposed the 
chief, exiled her to Yap, installed her son, and partitioned the island into 

thirds for purposes of phosphate mining. 
Written accounts such as those provided by historian Mark Peattie 

tend to sustain and complement Ucherbalau's history of the continuation 

of phosphate mining during Japanese colonial times.38 Japan seized 
Angaur and the rest of Micronesia from Germany in 1914; a settlement 

eventually agreed to in 1922 gave Germany the equivalent of $1,739,960 

for all land and mining rights on Angaur.39 With the coming of the Japa­

nese, the South Seas Construction Company or Nan'yo Keiei Kumiai 

proved no less exploitative or abusive than the DSPAG. In October 1915, 
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the Japanese naval government, responding to widespread and persistent 

complaints about Nan'y6 Keiei Kumiai, canceled the company's license 

and assumed responsibility for the mining of phosphate on the island. 40 In 

Ucherbalau's history, the request of the people of Angaur for royalties and 

for formal recognition of their ownership of the island received a threat­

ening rebuttal. A Japanese official identified as Lieutenant Ogino replied, 

"We have conquered the land from the Germans, therefore it belongs to 

the Japanese. And if you are going to keep bothering us or making trou­

ble we will shoot you all or put you in jail."41 

Japan's later civilian colonial government assumed supervision of all 
phosphate mining on Angaur in 1927 and relied upon labor from the 

Marianas, Palau, Chuuk, and Yap. These island laborers were recruited 

by village chiefs or headmen who received a small bonus or fee as com­

pensation for the loss of manpower from traditional activities. Most of 
these laborers, it seems, were drafted against their will for a year of 

"totally exhausting work. "42 In 1936, the South Seas government trans­

ferred mining rights on Angaur to the South Seas Colonization Company, 
Nan'y6 Takushoku Kaisha or Nantaku as it was more commonly known. 

The company's intensified mining of the island forced the higher-ranking 

clans living in the phosphate-rich northern areas to migrate south, where 

they established themselves on agricultural lands belonging to the south­

ern clans. This displacement of northern peoples from their phosphate­

rich lands into the territory of the southern clans led to friction, jealousy, 
and hostility between the two groups that lingered long after the depar­

ture of the Japanese.43 

With the outbreak of war, Angaur's phosphate became important not 

only as fertilizer but as an additive to explosives. The intensified need for 

Angaur's phosphate led to the forced transfer of the island's population to 

Babeldaob, where wartime conditions and the hostility of local communi­

ties toward the people of Angaur made for considerable suffering and 

hardship. The Germans had mined more than 156,000 metric tons of 

phosphate during their tenure.44 U.S. naval estimates of the total tonnage 
of phosphate mined by the Japanese on Angaur amounted to just under 3 

million metric tons.45 By the end of hostilities, thirty-six years of phos­
phate mining had left more than half of Angaur' s total area of 3. 14 square 

miles unusable for any human purposes or activities. 
Immediately following the war, the people were allowed to return to 

their home island and replant their gardens. They hoped that the end of 

hostilities would allow them to reassert traditional title and organization 

over their island as well as end any further encroachment on their 
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already damaged, sorely pressed taro lands. 4 6  Circumstances elsewhere 
would conspire against these hopes. A particularly disastrous crop year 
for occupied Japan in 1 945 led the supreme commander of the allied pow­
ers (SCAP) there to request permission to import 340,00 metric tons of 
phosphate.47 An investigator sent earlier to Angaur by SCAP had 
reported nearly 250,000 metric tons of phosphate stockpiled and avail­
able for ready shipment; the investigator further estimated the amount of 
unmined phosphate reserves on Angaur to be 1 ,000,000 metric tons. 
After some internal bickering and negotiating between the Navy and War 
Departments, a contract was awarded to J. H. Pomeroy Company, a pri­
vate contractor, for the shipment to Japan of all existing stockpiles of 
phosphate on Angaur. 

Work began in June 1 946, with a labor force that consisted of 150 

American military personnel, I 70 Japanese contract laborers allowed 
back into Micronesia under special permission from the military govern­
ment, and 3 5  men from Angaur itself. Hostilities developed among the 
people of Angaur over the recruitment of local labor. A former American 
soldier who had married and settled on the island shortly before the 
resumption of phosphate mining was approached by Pomeroy Com­
pany's labor relations manager to assist in the recruitment of local work­
ers. The ex-soldier's preference for members of his wife's clan brought 
charges of favoritism from other Angaurese. One of the more vocal pro­
testers was an individual of chiefly standing who had himself been 
involved in the local labor recruiting and who saw his authority and sta­
tus being undermined by the involvement of the ex-soldier. When the 
chief made reference to what company officials understood to be the 
threat of a strike, he was told that troublemakers of the "John L. Lewis" 
type would not be tolerated. 48 

Unfavorable weather conditions and equipment problems delayed the 
final shipment of phosphate reserves until 30 June 1947. Royalties accru­
ing from a severance fee of $0.25 per dry ton of phosphate shipped were 
paid to the commander of the Marianas area who, in turn, placed them in 
a trust fund for the people of Angaur.49 The distribution of these trust 
fund revenues, modest though they were, was complicated by the fact 
that different clans had varying claims to the money. Of the eighteen 
clans resident on Angaur at the end of the war, eight clans, representing 
a total of thirty-three households and 168 people, controlled land in the 
areas from which the stockpiles of phosphate had come; of these eight, 
four clans had particularly extensive claims. Ten clans, representing a 
total of thirty-seven households and approximately 189 people, did not 
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have any claims to land in the areas from which the stockpiled phosphate 
had been mined. 

Far more devastating for the people of Angaur than the shipment of 
wartime stockpiles was the decision by the United States Department of 
War to renew full mining operations on the island and to extend the min­
ing to remaining valuable agricultural lands in the north then being used 
for taro planting. The American decision to renew phosphate mining on 
Angaur had to do with its occupation of Japan, where, not unlike Micro­
nesia, an alien land and its people were being remade into allies by a con­
scious process of rehabilitation and development. Phosphate as fertilizer 
was needed in Japan to ensure an adequate harvest which, in turn, bore 
directly on the stability of the nation and the compliance of its people with 
the American occupation. Not impressed by the strategic importance of 
Angaur's phosphate, Ucherbalau wrote of the situation, "We, the Angaur 
people, are disturbed about these things, and our heart weeps to think of 
them. We are most disturbed over the problem of what will become of our 
people when this little island that belongs to us has all been mined." 50 

The long, sad history of phosphate mining on Angaur disturbed even 
some Americans. Lt. H. E. Wohl, an assistant economics officer with the 
military government, wrote that the Angaurese were very much aware of 
the value of their phosphate deposits; however, they had not been con­
sulted on this or any previous agreements. 51 Complicating the situation 
was the crucial importance of land to the people of Angaur. Land pro­
vided not only sustenance but social rank and political power. Francis B. 
Mahoney, the district anthropologist who served in Palau during the 
navy's administration of the Trust Territory, noted that land and social 
status were so inextricably interwoven "that it is impossible ( and purely 
academic) to try to determine whether the high-ranking family lines have 
their present social position because they have more or choicer lands, 
particularly taro paddies, or whether they acquired those ownership 
rights because of their high status." 52 Taro patches, in particular, were 
extremely important; these prized pieces of land belonged to the different 
clans and were distributed among the different members of the lineage by 
the male and female lineage heads. Although the right to farm or use a 
particular taro patch was passed on to heirs in the matrilineal line, the 
title itself remained with the lineage as a whole. Each taro paddy had a 
name and a history. Land was so prized as to be almost inalienable for a 
particular clan, although in very special cases the ownership of a taro 
patch could be transferred to surviving male children as compensation for 
the untimely or unexpected death of a parent. 
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Amidst strong local objections, full-scale mining resumed on Angaur 

on 1 July 1947. From his office on Guam, Rear Adm. and Deputy High 

Commissioner Carleton Wright notified navy command of the opposition 

on Angaur. Wright added that, in his opinion, the mining was detrimen­

tal to the economy of Angaur because it was leading to the rapid depletion 

of a valuable resource, undermining the subsistence economy through 

the destruction of arable land, and endangering the hydrologic balance of 

the island. Wright also believed that the Trust Territory government lost 

valuable revenues by the terms of the contract with Pomeroy and that the 

territory as a whole suffered from the export of fertilizer badly needed for 

local agriculture. Wright recommended that the agreement to resume 

mining on the island be canceled and that Japanese laborers be repatri­

ated at once. The deputy high commissioner further urged that any 

future mining be carried out only under conditions satisfactory to the peo­

ple of Angaur, and with just compensation for the sale of their resource 

and the damages its mining caused to their lands. 53 The chief of naval 

operations, through then high commissioner, Adm. Louis E. Denfield, 

responded to Wright's recommendations by halting the mining in the 

northern agricultural lands and calling for a conference of all concerned 

parties to discuss the situation. 

The conference to address the crisis on Angaur convened on Guam in 

October 1949; it would prove to be one of several. At this first October 

conference, the conferees as a group agreed to an immediate increase in 

the severance fee to $0.60 per dry ton and to a hydrological survey of 

Angaur by the Pacific Science Board. 54 The decision did not appease the 

eighteen chiefly representatives from Angaur, who wanted all mining on 

their island ceased. At a second meeting on Guam the following month, 

the Angaurese did agree to reconsider their opposition if the hydrological 

survey showed that the land and the groundwater would not be perma­

nently destroyed by the continued mining of phosphate. 

Despite the fervor and skill with which Angaur' s representatives 

approached the negotiations, a number of American officials expressed 

openly the belief that the people of the island had adjusted too comfort­

ably to a moneyed economy to return to life on the land. They noted that 

income earned by the people of Angaur from the sale of vegetables, fruits, 

and fresh and salted fish to miners and company personnel amounted to 

$10,339.96 for the period from 1 July 1946 to 30 September 1949. Total 

benefits from the mining presence were placed at $140,000 since 1946 

and included medical and dental services, the construction of a water 

supply system, the provision of electricity for the local church and police 
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station, and the maintenance of roads. American representatives to the 

conference seemed to believe that if decades of extensive contact with the 

larger world had not yet transformed the Angaurese into modern eco­

nomic people, the tangible benefits of industrial mining now being pro­

vided them soon would secure their acquiescence. 55 They thought, did 

American officials, that it was simply a matter of money. 

In a sense, it was about money, but money as the Angaurese under­

stood it. To the people of Angaur and larger Palau, traditional shell 

money was a source and symbol of good. The anthropologist Mahoney 

wrote, 

To a degree even greater than in the more familiar doctrine of 

material self-interest that "money makes all things possible," 

money for Palauans is a "restorer of peace," a justification for 

clan solidarity, a source of personal honor. To acquire it is there­

fore considered not merely sensible but actually the foremost 

service an individual owes his family and the larger kin group. 5 6  

Mahoney went on to note that these localized or indigenous attitudes had 

been partially extended to currency of any kind, including the American 

dollar. To the Angaurese, then, money was not about individual gain or 

reward but about identity, social relationships, and the very cohesiveness 

of society itself. 57  The pursuit of compensation and redress by the people 

of Angaur centered on the acquisition of money to be used to restore sol­

idarity, peace, and honor on Angaur. 
Such ethnographic distinctions did nothing to blunt the cynical calcu­

lations of some of the American representatives to the conferences on 

Guam. Nonetheless, Angaur's representatives remained firm in their 

determination to seek redress for the damage done their island and their 

society. During the second of the conferences, the Angaurese insisted that 

the income from the trust fund was nowhere near adequate or just, and 

that, unless proven otherwise, the threat to their land and water appeared 

too great to justify further risk. Tulop, the magistrate for Angaur and 
senior member of the Ngerbuuch clan, proclaimed publicly toward the 

end of the conference, "If the people have no money but can grow and 

make everything they need, they have a good condition to live on their 
island. That latter is the best living I can think of." 58 

The Angaurese position found support from American officials such as 

Mr. Ernest G. Holt, staff conservationist for the Trust Territory, who con­
ceded that if he were Angaurese and wanted to continue occupying his 

land indefinitely, he would oppose the continued mining of the island.59 
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Time, it seems, was also an issue at the gatherings. At a later conference 
on Angaur in October 1951, Mr. Donald Heron, the Trust Territory direc­
tor of internal affairs, acknowledged that "Americans always like to do 
things fast."60 Exploited for nearly half a century, the Angaurese, it 
seemed to him, saw no need to be bullied hurriedly into signing a death 
warrant for their island and themselves. Forced to submit abjectly to the 
dictates of past colonizers, the people of Angaur now seemed to be evi­
dencing an uncanny, patient ability to manipulate through negotiations 
the liberal ethos of their newest colonial overlord. 

Mining on the island, excluding the northern agricultural lands desig­
nated as "Area C" on the working maps used by negotiators, continued 
while the hydrological survey agreed to at the first October conference 
was carried out.61 The hydrological survey, conducted during the second 
week of December 1949, indicated extensive damage to the island's water 
table caused by the forty-plus years of phosphate mining on the island. 
The survey found that the extension of the mining into the contested and 
valuable agricultural areas in the north, where the largest phosphate 
reserves lay, would result in irreparable harm to the environment. The 
surveyors believed, however, that the backfilling of lakes created by past 
and on-going mining operations could restore much of the already used 
land to a relatively productive state. On the basis of these findings, the 
representatives from Angaur agreed to a compromise that came to be offi­
cially titled the "Angaur Mining Agreement." Under the terms of the com­
promise, on-going mining would be allowed to continue provided that the 
lakes created by past and present mining operations were filled and the 
affected land restored to productivity; at the same time, the severance fee 
for phosphate mining was increased to $2 per ton. In addition, SCAP in 
Japan agreed to pay the Trust Territory government a processing tax of 15 
percent on the value of all phosphate ore processed. 

At the request of the high commissioner, the people of Angaur worked 
out a system for the distribution of mining income between the 168 peo­
ple who owned phosphate lands and the 189 who did not. This arrange­
ment, which covered royalties, severance fees, interest, and other related 
monies earned from the extraction of phosphate, was formalized in the 
document titled the "Angaur Mining Trust Agreement."62 The trust prin­
cipal was to be managed and invested as a single unit; part of the interest 
earned from the investment of the principal was to be divided into acces­
sible accounts designed to provide money to the people of Angaur for a 
variety of more immediate needs and purposes. Provisions were also 
made for the distribution of investment income after the cessation of all 
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phosphate mining on the island, an event that occurred in 1955 .  With the 

completion of the agreement, Angaur's trust fund grew quickly. On 30 

June 1947, the amount in the fund had registered at $36 ,312. 75; four 

years later, the total stood at $370,588.17. The processing tax that was 

part of the Angaur Mining Agreement proved a valuable source of rev­

enue for the Trust Territory. As of 30 June 1951, it stood at $59,150.81 
and was allotted directly to the Trust Territory government's Conser­

vation Fund. 

The agreement worked well, though officials of the mining company 

persisted in their efforts to gain access to the valuable, unmined lands in 

the north. A conference called to press for the extension of mining opera­
tions in these areas met on Angaur between 25 October and 7 November 

1951.63 Again, the people of Angaur, through their representatives, 

refused to agree to any extension of the mining area. In addition, they 

complained strongly against the American administration's unwilling­

ness to recognize formally their ownership of the island. The departure of 

the navy from governance of the islands did not bring an end to the prob­

lems caused by phosphate mining on Angaur. Over the next twenty 

years, issues arose among the people of Angaur themselves that ranged 

from questions of land ownership and compensation for crop damage to 

matters concerning the distribution of, access to, and investment of phos­

phate royalties. 

Although the exploitative nature of colonialism on Angaur showed 

itself clearly and strongly, the postwar issues involving phosphate mining 
on Angaur defy any simplistic Manichean narration. The navy's decision 

to resume phosphate mining on Angaur in late 1946 exacerbated the 

divisions within Angaur society between the northern and southern 

clans, divisions that were themselves the product of deeper colonial and 

precolonial histories. The recruitment of labor pitted company officials 

against local chiefs and clan against clan. Although the uniformity of 
military command generally worked to limit public dissent and disagree­

ment, officers within the interim military government and later civil 

administrators of the navy's trusteeship took positions in support of the 

people of Angaur and their grievances. The people of the island, through 

their representatives, demonstrated skill and adroitness in their negotia­

tions with Americans at the Guam conferences. Although the northern 

lands remained protected despite the persistence of Pomeroy Company 

officials, new disputes arose among the Angaurese over the structure and 

use of the trust fund. If nothing else, the postwar controversy over con­
tinued phosphate mining on Angaur demonstrated how messy and 
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entangled development, whether in the form of discourse or as a belated, 
inadequate package of compensation, could become for both the colo­

nizer and the colonized. This pattern would show itself more and more 
consistently as Americans and Micronesians encountered and engaged 

one another over the transformative proposition that was economic 
development. 

Savings as First Fruits in Chuuk 

Encounters with development in the Chuuk Lagoon area during the 

last year of the navy's administration of the islands differed from those on 

Angaur. On Chuuk, a series of playful confrontations took place between 
local cultural practices and the establishment of a cooperative savings 

system. In the narration of this encounter, I draw on the published 

account of Frank J. Mahony, the government anthropologist assigned to 
Chuuk. The savings system in question was initiated in 1951 on the island 
ofWeno. According to Mahony, the force behind the establishment of this 

savings system was Chief Petrus Mailo, an accomplished, versatile, pow­

erful man who headed the most senior of the island's matrilineal clans.64 

Chief Petrus had become concerned about his people's attitudes toward 
money; they were not concerned about "wasting" it. Initially he had 

encouraged his people to purchase additional shares in the Truk Trading 

Company (TTC). Not coincidentally, Chief Petrus held IO percent of the 

TTC' s total stock and served as the elected president of the company at 

the time of the inauguration of the savings system on Weno. 

Established in January 1948, the TTC stood as the earliest and most 

successful of the local private trading companies chartered by the Island 

Trading Company. Known as "10 percent" companies because of the set 

return of IO percent on individual shares costing $25 each, these compa­

nies traded primarily in the sale of retail goods. Profits earned from the 
sale of these goods, along with the capital generated by the purchase of 

shares, were used to make loans to individuals or for larger commercial 

projects. By the end of its first month of operation, the TTC had sold 

$14,627 worth of goods at a profit of $1,345. As of December 1949, the 

TTC recorded total sales of $456,120 and showed a net profit of $22,142. 

At the formal end of the period of naval administration on 30 June 1951, 

the company possessed operating capital of $138,43r .6s 

The response to Petrus Mailo's call to have people increase their sav­

ings through the purchase of additional shares in the Truk Trading Com­

pany was disappointing; the set annual return of IO percent on shares 

proved not enough incentive, it seems. Chief Petrus then decided to pro-
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mote a competitive islandwide system of savings organized around sur­
viving cultural boundaries and borders, and playing upon Chuukese obli­
gations toward family and kin. To these cultural structures were added 
borrowings from a number of Western economic institutions, the most 
notable being cooperatives and credit unions that promoted the genera­
tion of small-scale capital through the pooling of members' investments 
and dividends. 

Petrus Mailo inaugurated this system of savings in his own village of 
Mwan. Funds were to be collected, held, and administered by the Truk 
Trading company. With officials from other parts of the island in atten­
dance, Petrus Mailo introduced his "experiment" with speeches followed 
by songs of welcome and introduction. Following the songs, individuals 
were asked to stand up, step forward, and place a small contribution, usu­
ally a few pennies, on a central table. At the conclusion of the meeting, 
Mailo had the contributions counted; the effort proved a success. One 
area of the ritual, however, required adjustment. Mailo, according to 
Mahony, noticed that most people seemed embarrassed about standing 
up to make public contributions. He therefore decided to adjust his system 
in such a way that a bowl or plate would be carried by select individuals 
to people in their seats. Contributions thus became less a source of public 
display and consequent anxiety. With this adjustment made, Chief Petrus 
Mailo decided to try out his culturally nuanced strategy of savings in 
other districts ofWeno. 

The island of Weno had been reconstituted into a municipality by naval 
officials of the Trust Territory government; as a municipality, Weno, then 
known as Moen, was governed by an elective official, called a magistrate, 
who was in turn assisted by a secretary, a treasurer, an advisory council, 
and several clerical workers. The fifteen villages on Weno were divided 
into five districts, with an average of three villages constituting a district. 
This division into districts, a carry-over from Japanese times, had little 
functional importance after 1945, but it did prove vital to Petrus Mailo's 
plan to prime his savings scheme from established lines of competition 
within Chuukese society. 

Over time, the district savings meetings or competitions incorporated 
elements of Christian church services as well. Both Catholic and Protes­
tant hymns were sung, and the Bible was a main source of themes and 
inspirations for the different speeches given. A typical meeting began with 
a song and a prayer; then one of the island leaders would explain the 
purpose of the meeting. These speeches were followed by more formal 
oratorical addresses or af anaf an that urged the people to be good. 66 Each 
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of these subsequent speeches would be interspersed with songs by the 

assembled district crowd. The songs welcomed the visiting government 

officials and dignitaries from other villages, exhorted the assembled to be 

generous, and gently prodded or poked fun at particular groups whose 

commitment to or participation in the communal effort was deemed less 

than satisfactory. This alternating system of songs and speeches often 

lasted until noon, at which time there would be a break for food. 

Following the noon break, women were selected from each village of 

the district to carry about a plate on which people placed their offerings or 

contributions. The contributions themselves were called lochap, a long­

standing, established term referring to some act of daring that involved 

extraordinary feats of prowess. The use of the term lochap to designate the 

money contributions heightened the people' s  interest and added an aura 

of competitive drama to the proceedings. After the collections ,  the money 

would be counted and a concluding speech of appreciation and gratitude 

made by Chief Petrus himself. Word of the size of the collection would 

eventually spread to other districts and set the target for the later savings 

meetings .  

Savings competitions initially operated at two levels; beneath the 

interdistrict competition, individual villages vied with each other for dis­

tinction. Later, Chief Petrus refined the system of contributions even fur­

ther by focusing on clans and even lineages within clans as competing 

units. To underscore the change, Chief Petrus now referred to these gath­

erings as mwichen einang, a term that indicated the clans and clan lin­

eages as the organizational focus. The switch to clans made the competi­

tion more personal; it also intensified the stakes considerably by bringing 

named groups of people into public competition. Identity, reputation, and 

social standing came into play, and in very serious ways. Individuals now 

gave money to their respective lineages ;  this money was added to the con­

tributions from other lineages within the clan. It was then placed in an 

envelope with the clan's name clearly marked upon it. The money or con­

tributions were called the masowen ju.to or "contents of the envelope. "  

After the formal presentation of the envelope and its contents, there 

would come a time in the savings meetings when individuals would be 

encouraged to add chouchoun ju.to or weight to the envelope. The analo­

gous local practice here, writes Mahony, involved the traditional offerings 

or rasanap made at food competitions between different clans or lineages 

within a given clan. 

As the ritual of the meetings developed, the term "daring competi-
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tions" or lochap came to refer only to contributions made by individuals to 

clans other than their own. Additional changes followed. Women were 

no longer used to solicit contributions; instead, two tables were set up at 

the front of the meeting room where people could place their contribu­

tions as they filed past. One of the tables was reserved for all the "contents 

of the envelope" and "daring contributions" ;  the other received contribu­

tions to weigh down the envelope. To ensure the success of meetings, 

Chief Petrus arranged to have shareholders' dividends in the Truk 

Trading Company distributed to a given district just before that district's 

savings meeting. 

Beginning in the summer of 1952, a third table was placed at the head 

of the gathering room or hall; this table received money for the purpose of 

"hiring songs" or satan kon. A song could usually be bought or "hired" for 

fifty cents. The idea of daring contributions was also extended to the hir­

ing of songs by different village choirs. Competition now took place at yet 

another level as village choirs competed against one another in a song 

contest with nonmonetary prizes being offered to the winners. 

Over time, the savings system took on the characteristics of a first­

fruits offering. The contributions or offerings were now gathered by lin­

eages and brought to district officials who came to serve in symbolic fash­

ion as the "chiefs" of the savings meetings. The incorporation of cultural 

patterns, practices, and values into the savings meetings enhanced their 

popularity and effectiveness. The use of clan and lineage as the organiz­

ing units of the gatherings played upon the strong and continuing loyalty 

individuals had toward these groups in Chuukese society. The effects of 

these cultural adjustments could be clearly seen in a comparison of the 

amounts of money gathered by the earlier district rivalries and the later 

clan- and lineage-oriented competitions. The total collected from the first 

district meetings amounted to little more than $1,000; the subsequent 

ten meetings with the clan and lineage as the competing core earned 

$27,n6. 75 with one meeting alone bringing in $4,500. These figures 

become even more startling given the fact that the per capita annual 

income on Weno at the time was estimated by Trust Territory officials to 

be $50. 

As time passed, modifications in the savings meetings continued to be 

made. The practice sessions for the meetings themselves became occa­

sions of giving; government officials promoted this practice as a way to 

limit the length of the formal festivities. Indeed, all of the collections 

strategies used in the formal sessions came to be employed in the practice 
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sessions. Another innovation concerned the use of the sister's brother to 

enhance any contribution. By right of Chuukese custom, a man could 

command his sister's  husband to provide food , clothing or money in sup­

port of some project or function. This practice, referred to as 6kkun6w, 
now showed itself in the savings meeting, heightening even further the 

level and intensity of the competition. Each time an adult male made a 

contribution to his own clan, his sister' s  husband could be called upon to 

match it. 

Foreign influences also exerted themselves in this colonial mix of cul­

tural styles , relationships, and values . American movies being shown 

on Weno during this time had a decided effect. Borrowing from John 

Wayne-type Westerns, certain clan and government officials would 

arrange to have themselves '· shot. "  In accordance with a previously 

reached c, rnea;o,,-n ,>nt· an individual would stand up during a gathering, 

raise a pointed finger. aim it at the designated individual. and shout 

"pow. '' The ''wounded" official then rose and called out the names of 

groups that were expected to make deposits in support of his recovery, 

Later, at less structured meetings, individuals would wander about indis-

criminately each other; anyone "shot" was required to make 

a contribution. 

The savings system soon spread to other islands in Chunk Lagoon, and 

with varying and distinctive adjustments. On Uman, for example, a lot­

tery was introduced to the proceedings as were love songs sung to the 

accompaniment of guitars; these songs sometimes took the place of the 

group singing. Collections on Uman tended to be made by hearths or 

homesteads rather than by a particular clan or lineage. In the municipal­

ity of Pwene on Tol meetings were sponsored by individual villages 

rather than districts. Uman's  and Tol"s adoption of the savings system 

was a signal to other w,�, .. -�, Fefan, and Eten in the lagoon area ,  the 

Namonuitos to the northwest, and Nama and Losap in the Upper Mort­

locks all established savings systems on the model created by Chief Petrus 

Mailo on Weno. The savings system later spread throughout the Mort­

locks and was particularly strong on Lukunor. By mid-1955 ,  savings 

meetings had been held in twelve of the fifteen municipalities of the Chuuk 

Lagoon area and in ten of the eleven municipalities in the Mortlocks. 

The savings system meeting proved extremely popular for several 

years. People busied themselves composing and practicing songs. The 

meetings were occasions to dress up and have a good time. For the young 

unmarried people, there was the opportunity to see. be seen, and flirt with 

members of the opposite sex. The festivity of the gatherings, however, 
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obscured the harder economic facts. Mahony reports that the people of 
Weno originally expected the savings system to increase dramatically 
their income and material well-being. Nonetheless, the intensified com­
petition of the savings system that now involved clan, lineage, village, 
and district consumed almost all of the available money on Weno. More­
over, individuals lost money on their contributions because the social 
pressures brought to bear by the increased level of competition forced 
them to borrow from the savings system fund and at relatively high inter­
est rates of about ro percent per month. Any dividends people earned on 
their savings were thus nullified by the interest they were forced to pay on 
their loans. The Truk Trading Company managers of the savings system 
found it increasingly difficult to collect either the principal or the interest 
on loans advanced. Economic factors alone, however, do not explain 
the demise of the savings meetings. In Pata, one of the municipalities of 
Tol Island, opposition to the savings meetings developed because they 
highlighted, even exacerbated, inequalities regarding access to property 
and income. 

Other events intervened to erode the popularity of the savings system. 
The gradual emergence of the Truk District Congress as a new site of polit­
ical influence meant another set of dignitaries whose presence at savings 
meetings both added to the competition and increased the costs of the 
host community. The realignment of municipal boundaries, a develop­
ment that accompanied the creation of the district congress, disturbed 
considerably the geo-cultural map on which Chief Petrus originally had 
plotted his savings system. After 1957, Mahony notes that savings meet­
ings declined in occurrence and popularity. Their initial effects, however, 
had been both tangible and beneficial. Acting much like a cross between 
a cooperative and a credit union, the savings system had provided a 
source of capital that funded various small-scale commercial projects and 
that made possible through more private loans the purchase of jeeps, 
skiffs, outboard motors, sewing machines, cement, lumber, and other 
building materials. 

Exploring the deeper cultural significance of the savings fund experi­
ment, Mahony argues that Chuukese attitudes toward money were much 
like those toward food. To most of the people of Chuuk, money was a con­
sumable that needed to be used before it went bad. To defer the immedi­
ate consumption of money, Chief Petrus Mailo devised a system of savings 
that played upon the responsibilities and obligations toward family, clan, 
village, and district. His standing as the leader ofWeno's most senior clan 
added legitimacy, authority, and impetus to the experiment. Its success as 
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a piece of cultural blending and improvisation was real. if limited in time. 

As an effort at crosscultural translation between very different economic 

systems, the savings system exhibited a people' s  appropriation of a foreign 

practice in ways that were indigenously defined and directed. 

The Role of Cooperatives in the Colonization of Micronesia 

A more ominous feature lurked within this system of competitive sav­

ings with which the people of Chuuk Lagoon played. The remaking of 

Micronesia involved the linkage of Western economic practices with polit­

ical purposes in a larger transformative project that was essentially cul­

tural. This process showed itself in the promotion of cooperatives in the 

Trust Territory. A sense of history informed this promotion. Early reports 

on the establishment of cooperatives in the Trust Territory made explicit 

the relationship between democracy and cooperative economic practices. 

Jim Clark, the cooperatives advisor for the Marshalls District, saw the 

future of the islands in the history of the international cooperative move­

ment. 

Clark wrote of the Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century as 

the origins of that movement. The revolution had brought urbanization, 

low wages, high prices, poverty, and hardship to England's  workers. In an 

instance of defiant but constructive protest on 21 December 1844, a 

group of weavers in the northern English town of Rochdale formed a 

cooperative to provide quality goods at lower prices. Each contributed 

two pence per week to a general fund. Though the weekly contributions 

seemed small , they eventually created a capital fund of £252 or $84 ,  half 

of which went to rent a "gloomy little room" that provided business space 

on Rochdale's equivalent of Toad Lane. The remainder of the capital went 

to the bulk purchase of butter, flour, sugar, and oatmeal. From that mod­

est beginning, the Rochdale cooperative grew by the middle of the twen­

tieth century to have a membership of fifty thousand and share capital in 

excess of $1 . 5  million.67 

According to Clark, the ultimate legacy of the Rochdale Experiment 

lay in the establishment of a set of principles that eventually formed the 

basis for the international cooperative movement. Those guiding princi­

ples included democratic control through the one man-one vote rule, 

open membership, limited and fixed rates of interest on all loans advanced 

from group funds. and equitable dividends to all shareholders from 

the profits generated by the sale of the cooperative·s goods. Secondary 

principles advanced by the cooperative movement included cash-only 
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trade, political and religious neutrality, and the education of its members 

in basic matters involving economics and democracy. The cooperative 
experience, argued its advocates, not only taught financial responsibility, 

but also provided important education in matters regarding self-help, 

thrift, and mutual aid. 68 

A strong political consciousness informed the cooperative movement. 

The formation of cooperatives offered a vehicle whereby the poor could 

maximize their financial resources, secure through communal structures 

the advantages of capital, and gain some degree of power by the forma­
tion of an effective association that represented the common interests of 

its membership. Political stability was also furthered because coopera­

tives were seen as easing the natural friction between capital and labor by 

increasing the number of small capitalists with a stake in the country. 

Advocates of cooperatives held their advantages to be universally rele­

vant and applicable.69 In truth, however, these highly Eurocentric insti­
tutions infused with the values of capitalist culture served as instruments 

in the discourse of development that sought to change more local ways of 

being and knowing. In Micronesia, Trust Territory administrators like Jim 

Clark argued that cooperatives offered Micronesians the experience nec­

essary to deal with rapid economic, social, and political changes. To add 

weight to their words, these officials cited the works of global develop­

ment specialist C. F. Strickland, who wrote of the political as well as eco­

nomic advantages learned from democratically run organizations such as 

cooperatives. Strickland felt that the cause of self-government in "back­

ward countries" was too rushed; ill-prepared, largely untrained men con­

fronted the complexities of constitutional government and electoral 

democracy, and with disastrous results. 7° Too often, the consequence 

was totalitarian rule. A more intermediary and instructional approach 

was called for. Employing a decidedly paternalist tone, Strickland wrote 
that 

we of the West are pledged to lead our wards or our partners 

from a regime, in which custom predominates over law, towards 

a state of life in which law prevails over custom, and the transi­

tion must not be too sudden or too violent. It is for this reason 

that I regard cooperatives as indispensable. 71. 

The assumed inevitability of change, so recurrent a theme in policy state­

ments and ethnographic studies of the navy period, also fueled the argu­

ments for the establishment of cooperatives in the islands. Micronesians, 
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it was argued, would benefit from the establishment of cooperatives 

because "modern ways, economically, socially and politically have come 

to the Pacific and the Micronesian people have no choice but to adjust 

themselves to the white man's world. " 72 While some viewed the commu­

nal features of Micronesian society as a foundation on which the cooper­

ative movement might build, others held them to be serious impediments. 

Indigenous practices of cooperation, although attractive and admirable, 

were constrained in their enterprising potential by social relationships 

and kinship obligations. Homer Barnett, an American anthropologist 

working in Palau, argued that formally organized and managed coopera­

tives offered Micronesians an escape from the network of kinship obliga­

tions that inhibited and undermined all efforts at individual economic 

enterprise. 73 

The numbers reported by the Trust Territory government on coopera­

tives suggest that, on the surface at least, considerable progress was being 

made in transforming the political economy of the islands and atolls. 

Chartered in 1956 through legislation that gave the high commissioner 

Purchasing shares in the Puluwat Cooperative Store. (Trust Territory 

Arch ives, Pacific Col lection, Un iversity of Hawai' i  Library) 
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strong powers of supervision and control, cooperatives grew quickly in 
terms of membership and assets. By the end of calendar year 1968, there 
were forty cooperatives with a membership of 7,931 in the six major 
island districts of the Trust Territory. Dividends paid to members in that 
year amounted to $130, 764; total assets were valued at $2,082,404. 74 

Over the next decade, that growth would continue; in 1978 ,  total credit 
union assets in the Trust Territory reached $7,403,586. 75 The dynamics 
of the saving system in Chuuk Lagoon, along with other instances of 
Micronesian expenditure and consumption to be examined in subsequent 
chapters, suggest, however, that cooperatives in the Trust Territory did 
not function quite as intended in advancing the larger transformative 
scheme of which they were a part. 

"Our Work in Your Islands": The End of the Naval Administration 

The intensive battles fought by different government agencies over ini­
tial administrative jurisdiction for the Trust Territory and the general 
criticism of naval government that surfaced during the debates led early 
on to the decision that the navy's tenure in the islands would be brief. In 
addition, the increasing Cold War climate between the United States and 
the Soviet Union dictated that the navy allocate more of its attention and 
resources toward the containment of world communism. In the very 
executive order issued on 18 July 1947 that designated the navy as the 
initial administering agency for the Trust Territory, President Harry S .  
Truman added that "it i s  my intent, however, to effect the transfer o f  this 
responsibility from the Navy Department to a civilian agency at the earli­
est possible date." 76 That transfer came about on 1 July 1951 ,  when the 
navy relinquished its administrative responsibility to the United States 
Department of the Interior. 

Shortly before the formal end of the naval administration of the Trust 
Territory, Deputy High Commissioner Rear Adm. Fiske sent his farewell 
message to the people of the islands. Written in English, the text, went 
largely unheard; in all likelihood, it did not get beyond the administrative 
offices of the six district centers of Majuro, Pohnpei, Chuuk, Yap, Palau, 
and Saipan. To those who did happen to hear or read it, there was Fiske's  
assurance that the years of naval administration had been guided by the 
desire to contribute to the well-being of the island peoples as they "pro­
gressed toward a better way of life ." 77 The deputy high commissioner 
expressed the hope that the inhabitants of the Trust Territory would come 
soon to enjoy a greater degree of health, prosperity, and enjoyment of life 
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and a proper place among the self-governing peoples of the world. In clos­
ing his message of farewell, Fiske tellingly thanked the people of Micro­
nesia for "your unfailing cooperation and understanding in helping us to 
carry out our work in your islands. "  It was a phrase that spoke volumes 
to the larger intent and purposes behind America's presence in the islands. 

In other venues, Fiske voiced not sentiments of gratitude and farewell 
but of frustration. Speaking before the Trusteeship Council, Admiral Fiske 
called the Trust Territory a land of anomalies and incongruities. 78 The 
admiral's exasperation was mirrored in the apology that served as the 
conclusion to Dorothy Richard's  three-volume history of the navy's pres­
ence in the islands. Richard wrote that the very nature of the area­
its expanse of ocean, limited land area,  scattered islands, and general 
poverty-all posed severe problems for the administration. Before it could 
begin to formulate a policy, the navy found itself forced to cope with the 
exigencies ofrelief, rehabilitation, and repatriation during the occupation 
and immediate postwar period. The need to incorporate the islands 
within the naval command system of the Pacific Ocean areas had only 
complicated matters. The confusion created by the rapid demobilization 
of American troops in the islands and the intense internecine debates 
within the American government over the future political disposition of 
the islands had prevented the navy from concentrating more of its efforts 
on the advancement of life in the islands . 

Turning specifically to the issue of economic development, Richard 
wrote that experience had forced the navy to qualify its commitment to 
economic independence. The promotion if not actual achievement of eco­
nomic self-sufficiency became the navy's objective in its administration of 
the trusteeship. But even this adjusted goal looked overly ambitious. The 
historian noted that people who knew the area possessed little hope that 
economic self-sufficiency could ever be attained. The problem, as Richard 
saw it, was not the people per se . She described them as "kind, gentle, 
eager for assistance, willing to learn" and possessed of a sustaining sense 
of humor that had seen them through three separate colonial regimes in 
the last half century. 79 No, the problem, as Richard discerned it, was not 
the people but their culture. 

For Richard and others who would follow her in trying to make sense 
of development in the islands, the word "culture" served as a generic, 
indiscriminate, catch-all term used to identify the principal impediment 
to change in the islands. Richard warned of certain ethnic forces that 
seemed diametrically opposed to capitalistic practices and the competitive 
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principles of commerce. The desire to accumulate could be defeated by 

the right of clan or family to appropriate the earnings of young members 

of the group. Political systems that granted status and privilege to a few 

and that allowed for the appropriation of resources or goods on the 

basis of this status also constituted impediments to development. 80 

Because of "culture," notions of price, profit, credit, savings, and invest­

ment remained unintelligible, unworkable concepts for Micronesians. 

Culture prevented people from engaging successfully in long-term com­

mercial projects; it kept them from expending the time, effort, energy, and 

creativity necessary to succeed in modern economic undertakings. 

In a perverse sort of way, Richard was right. Her assessment of the eco­

nomic future of the islands indicated just how deeply, fundamentally cul­

tural was the transformative process called development. To satisfy 

Richard and the navy, the different peoples who inhabited the area called 

Micronesia would have had to become significantly other than what they 

were. Summing up the navy's efforts, Richard wrote, "The results, like the 

resources, were meager and not comparable to the effort put forth. Micro­

nesians had long before recognized and accepted their economic impo­

tence but Americans could not conceive of a non-productive environ­

ment." 81 The recognition of the impossibility of economic development in 

the Trust Territory, however, would not deter the substantive efforts of 

the next three decades. If Micronesians could not be made to be econom­

ically independent or self-reliant as others understood those terms, per­

haps they could nonetheless be made into reliable workers and responsi­

ble consumers in service to the strategic needs of the world's foremost 

bastion of capitalism. 

Despite the pessimism that haunted the assessment of Richard and 

others, the rites of closure called for the expression of upbeat, positive sen­

timents. Richard wrote of the confidence Micronesians had gained in 

themselves and of their realization that their islands would never again be 

isolated entities. As an acknowledgment of the awareness of the debt 

owed the navy, there were the joint words of Mr. Elias Sablan and Mr. 

Ignacio Benevente, who spoke of their faith in Americans and American 

principles and of the glorious day of the American invasion ofSaipan. The 

two went on to extol the navy's gifts of food and freedom: "Besides having 

been fed gratuitously and richly for 3 ¼ years, it is guaranteed to us free­

dom of speech, of the press and of assembly." 82 Sablan and Benevente 

closed their speech by stating that the joy of the navy's presence was tem­

pered only by the sadness engendered by their leaving. Things, then, had 
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come full circle: Tomeing's greetings in the just-liberated Marshalls in 
1944 were now matched by the equally enthusiastic farewells of grateful 
Micronesians on Saipan. or so the navy wanted it believed. The 1951 
transfer of administrative responsibilities from the U.S .  Navy to the 
Department of the Interior would affect little the tone and tenure of Amer­
ican colonial rule. John Griffin. an editorial-page writer for the Honolulu 

Advertiser, offered a summary of the first ten years of civilian rule in 
American Micronesia. Grillin vvrote of proposals for economic rehabilita­
tion that gathered dust on forgotten shelves while the Trust Territory 
limped along with a caretaker budget of less than $ 7  million dollars annu­
ally and under the direction of a staff made up of aging holdovers from the 
navy government, tired veterans of Interior's Bureau of Indian Affairs, 
and dedicated young recruits who soon became jaded or who left in frus­
tration. 83 The future looked to have the feel of the past about it. Tn the 
minds of some, what was needed was a better plan. 
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"Planning Micronesia's Future" 

Development planning, writes Arturo Escobar, is not a neutral process. It 
acts as a highly ideological, deeply Eurocentric force that in a seemingly 

caring but actually insidious way works to chart the procedures by which 

people can be made docile, productive members of a world capitalist 

order. Escobar locates the beginnings of development planning within 

the Enlightenment's advocacy of modernity.1 The Industrial Revolution 
disturbed this vision with the general dislocation it inflicted upon Euro­

pean society. Concerns arose about the poverty, disease, and lawlessness 
resulting from the large influx of migrants into Europe's industrializing 

cities of the early nineteenth century. 

The application of science to these social problems provided the illu­

sion of solutions through the objectification of society as a category of 

analysis accessible to remedial initiatives. With capitalism's rise to domi­

nance as both an economy and culture by the mid-nineteenth century, 

planning's locus moved from the social to the economic. Land and labor 
became commodified, and in the process, older economic systems cen­
tered on subsistence, reciprocity, and kinship were increasingly margin­

alized. The process of planning now advanced strategies for normalizing 
productive human behavior and regulating it through the application of 
capitalist economic criteria. 

Applied beyond Europe, planning in the post-World War II period 

served as an indispensable part of the development process that sought 

to transform the colonized world into national entities with viable 

economies that mirrored, or at least mimicked, the Euro-American capi­

talist order. Grounded in the logic and rationality of Western capitalism 

and the history that made it, development mapped the ways in which 

non-Western people might become modern. In so doing, planning 
endeavored first to identify the irrational impediments said to infuse the 

cultures of others. Terms such as "backward," "primitive," "savage," and 

"traditional" were employed to sweep away the values, lifestyles, episte-
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mologies, and histories of others. ''Underdeveloped" emerged as a venge­

ful adjective, an indicting synonym for all that existed apart from Western 

capitalist society. Planning, with its institutions and their professional 

staffs of experts, constituted an intricate component to the project of 

development that strove to make over difference, indifference, and resis­

tance in the colonized world. It extended an offer of help that masked the 

more subtle conveyance of threat and intimidation. 2 

The islands called Micronesia were to prove no exception. There, the 

practice of planning was employed to give direction, or at least ihe sem­

blance of direction, to a program of social transformation that had been 

poorly served by the inexact, conflicting, and distracted ways in which 

the navy and its immediate civilian successors had practiced economic 

development This chapter examines development planning in the 1960s 

,md 1970s and closes with glimpses of alternative understandings of his­

tory. economy, cosmology, and power that contested or disturbed the 

best-laid plans of the Trust Territory government and its corps of con­

tracted experts. 

The First Plan 
Those familiar with the extant body of literature on Micronesia will 

recognize the title of this chapter as borrowed from Douglas Oliver's pub­

lished summary of the first development plan for Micronesia. The history 

of this first plan begins soon after the cessation of formal hostilities in the 

Pacific between Japan and the United States. On I October 1945, the 

navy, after establishing its interim military government, commissioned 

the United States Commercial Company to carry out an economic survey 

of the islands. The survey was to include recommendations for viable, 

appropriate, and sustainable initiatives in support of the effort to provide 

the "highest possible degree of economic security and self-support for the 

native island populations in the subject area. "3 

The USCC was a subsidiary of the Reconstruction Finance Corpora­

tion, a government agency that engaged in the wartime disruption of 

national economies hostile to U. S .  interests and then to their reconstruc­

tion or rehabilitation in the postwar period. 4 If Micronesians were not the 

enemy, they were nonetheless viewed as having been affected by Japan's 

thirty-year presence. The commission to the USCC also played upon the 

catastrophic disruption wreaked upon certain island societies by battles, 

bombardments, and other war-related activities. In carrying out their 

mission, the smvey's investigators were to give particular attention to the 

development of natural resources. ihe improvement and promotion of 



"Planning Micronesia 's Future" 89 

native handicraft manufactures, and the revitalization of copra and other 
major export crops whose production and profits had been obliterated by 
the war. 

The project, carried out from the Honolulu offices of the USCC, brought 
to bear the considerable resources and interests of various federal agen­
cies including the Departments of State, Commerce, Agriculture, Interior, 
and the Navy. Survey personnel concerned themselves first with identify­
ing and collecting all sources of recorded information about Micronesia. 
Michel Foucault would have a comment here about the archaeology of 
knowledge and the ways in which an invented Micronesia was now being 
totalized to serve the purposes of the American state. The excavation of 
this knowledge included the inventory, location, acquisition, and transla­
tion of existing foreign-language materials on Micronesia and the redraw­
ing of existing maps using aerial photographs and other resources and 
techniques developed during the war. A list of research topics was then 
drawn up that, in effect, realigned Micronesian life in terms of the prior­
ities, objectives, and analytical categories of an alien social order. Topics 
of inquiry included geography, population, labor, agriculture, forestry, 
marine resources, mineral exploitation, finance, transportation, educa­
tion, trade, land use and tenure, nutrition, and commerce. 

With this background work completed, professionally trained person­
nel were then recruited to conduct on-site surveys of the islands and their 
resources. Teams of "economists" traveled to "culture areas" to record 
cultural practices and gather statistics on human demography. The coor­
dinator of the survey and aforementioned author of the project summary, 
Prof. Douglas L. Oliver of Harvard University, himself placed these terms 
in quotation marks, suggesting an understanding of the forced structure 
of the study.5 The use of economists, in actuality men trained in anthro­
pology and other social sciences, was deemed essential because of the lack 
of any uniform or consistent pattern in the economic modes and institu­
tions of the people of the islands. 6 To compensate for this immense vari­
ability, each economist was to provide a descriptive background against 
which the findings of other specialists could be projected. Economists 
spent a minimum of ten weeks in their assigned culture areas; specialists 
in botany, agriculture, geology, entomology, and marine life spent less 
time in a given locality but visited a greater number of places overall. The 
end product was a twenty-volume report and accompanying summary 
that offered a body of both new and reworked information from which 
Micronesia could be more effectively remade. Although the authors of the 
individual volumes provided considerable ethnographic detail on individ-
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ual islands or island groups, the variety of cultural practices and expres­

sions was subsumed by the need to essentialize the area for purposes of 

economic development and the larger strategic interests that develop­

ment promoted, 

The summary report certainly did recognize the alien nature of the 

political construction that was Micronesia and of the previous colonial 

regimes that had attempted, in different ways, to give Micronesia a cohe­

sive identity that it really did not possess, There was the admission that 

"Micronesian culture, "  defined as "social organization, technology, lan­

guage, values, material possessions, and so forth, " might differ from 

island to island and that "a tool or an industry or a regulation devised for 

one island" might not be applicable to another, Complementing this sen­

sitivity was an awareness of the power equation that resonated through 

and indeed dictated the effort. The editor described as a sobering thought 

the prescription of a totally new way of life for a people who had no effec­

tive voice in deciding their future. The summary report distanced itself, in 

writing at least, from any complacency in promoting the commercial 

exploitation of Micronesia for the economic benefit of the United States or 

in helping to identify and mobilize Micronesian economic resources in 

support of American military bases. There were also cautions against the 

inappropriate application of American aesthetic standards to island prac­

tices and against the judgment that "castoff dungarees ,  a smattering of 

English, and a mission handshake" were evidence of Americanization. 7 

Its more liberal sensibilities notwithstanding, the summary report also 

evidenced a curious mix of contradictions and inconsistencies. It identi­

fied the general objective of the overall survey as being the recovery of 

Micronesia's prewar economic status but failed to note that this prewar 

status was one of domination under a more efficient, effective, and self­

serving colonial power that offered no liberal rhetoric to clothe or obscure 

its self-interests in the area. 8 Micronesian proclivities toward excessive 

deference and self-deprecation were described as "unfortunate habits" 

that had to be eradicated to allow for the full play of talents and ambitions 

needed to bring about viable economic enterprise.9 The ultimate irony of 

course was that the economic plan for Micronesia's future threatened the 

very stability of local island societies with its endorsement ofan alien, dis­

ruptive system of productive activity that would make over the natural 

and cultural environments of the area. 

The implementation of the USCC's recommendations proved much 

more modest than the agenda envisioned. The U.S .  Navy's overall admin­

istration of the islands, including the program for economic development, 
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suffered from a serious confusion over the strategies and issues involved 

in administering a program of massive change. Despite an initial commit­
ment to economic development, even independence, for the islands, the 

navy ultimately opted for a far more modest program that focused on 

small-scale development projects and the use of trade stores to inculcate 

necessary market values and practices. Although the navy chose to set 

aside the recommendations of the USCC survey, this first plan did show 
the dimensions of the development agenda that would be advanced by 

later planners, specialists, and civilian administrators. 

The "Wisdom " of Solomon and Nathan, Too 
A 1961 United Nations Visiting Mission to the Trust Territory of the 

Pacific Islands concluded in its trip report that the United States must end 

its neglect and undertake greater efforts to prepare Micronesia for self­
government. Economic development was used as a yardstick to evaluate 

the American administration of the area. The report complained that the 
economy had been "allowed to remain static for too long" because there 

had never been a coordinated push for economic development. 10 The 

report, the emergence of a more strident anticolonial rhetoric at the 

United Nations, and a series of natural disasters in the islands all com­

bined to bring about the drafting of National Security Action Memoran­
dum number 145. 1 1  

NSAM 145 created an interagency task force from the Departments of 

Interior, State, Defense, and Health, Education and Welfare to review the 
American administration of Micronesia. More specifically, the task force 

was charged with the development of a coordinated program to raise the 
living standards of Micronesians and to promote self-government in the 

area under an American framework. The memorandum also endorsed 

the commissioning of a survey team to visit Micronesia and to come up 
with concrete policy recommendations to speed the movement of the 

territory toward permanent political affiliation with the United States. 

Anthony Solomon, then professor of business administration at Harvard 

University and later assistant secretary of state for economic affairs, 
headed the survey mission. Other members of the team were drawn from 

the Council ofEconomic Advisers, the Peace Corps, the Bureau of the Bud­

get, the U.S. Navy, the Agency for International Development, and the 

academic world. Between July and August 1963, the survey team visited 

all six districts of the Trust Territory. The survey team's final report 
reached the White House about six weeks before John F. Kennedy's assas­
sination in November 1963 .  
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Officially titled The Report by the United States Survey Mission to the Trust 

Territory of the Pacific Islands, the Solomon Report, as it is more commonly 

known, began, as did the USCC's economic survey, with the recognition 

of the artificiality of the term "Micronesia. " The islands were identified as 

a "series of individual communities rather than a unified nation. " 12  The 

report' s  introduction affirmed the desirability of economic development, 

but through a descriptive process that denigrated the peoples of the area 

called Micronesia. The people of the atolls and islands were said to be 

largely illiterate and inadequately prepared to participate in political and 

commercial activities beyond a rudimentary nature. Micronesian atti­

tudes toward work were termed erratic, with the near exclusive focus of 

all effort being the satisfaction of immediate needs. The report made ref­

erence to loafing, the problems involved with Micronesians' supervision 

of other Micronesians, and the populace's general indifference toward 

wage employment. The redeeming feature of the Micronesian tempera­

ment, according to the report, rested in a good native intelligence, a dig­

nity of person, and high standards of civil behavior "even among those 

living in small villages , under thatched roofs, without water or electricity 

or toilets, and only half-dressed by American standards. "  The report went 

on to add, however, that, in economic terms, what looked to be Microne­

sian folly could well turn out to be a viable economy "based on American 

residents and tourists . " 13 
The report recognized the years of neglect, the lethargy of the Ameri­

can administration, and the suspicion of Micronesian elites toward this 

latest foreign presence. Acknowledged too were the problems of size and 

distance, confusion over land tenure regimes, inadequate transportation 

and communication systems, the absence of local industry, a dearth of 

skilled workers, and a basic misunderstanding among the peoples of the 

islands regarding the very nature and purpose of economic development. 

The report criticized Americans for marking time in ''self-conscious 

uneasiness" while watching the deterioration of roads, schools, hospitals, 

and other public works and the continued stagnation of the local econ­

omy. The authors of the Solomon Report worried that while the 

American administration risked becoming simply custodial, increasingly 

assertive anticolonial forces within a less malleable United Nations were 

attempting to promote the development of an independent Micronesia.14  

The Solomon Report posited the movement of Micronesians into a per­

manent political relationship with the United States as the ultimate objec­

tive of all American effort and initiative in ihe Trust Territory. Operating 

on the assumption that such a relationship would require ratification 
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through a plebiscite, the survey team sought to align its prescriptions for 
economic development to ensure the success of a such a vote. The report 
projected 1968 as the year of the plebiscite; five years were believed suffi­
cient to overturn the lessons, experiences, and ways of centuries. 

With this timetable in mind, the report endorsed a major capital 
improvements program, the consequent expansion of general employ­
ment opportunities, and the implementation of a social security system. 
Elementary and secondary schools were identified as being at the van­
guard of a deliberate, managed process of change. The report called for a 
standardized educational system, the use of Peace Corps volunteers to 
promote the American character of this school system, and an increase in 
the number of scholarships for the brightest, most promising students. 
Migration of the young to the district centers of the major islands was 
seen as a way to create a greater concentration of skilled labor, promote 
higher productivity, and reduce the wide differentials in population den­
sities within Micronesia. With migration contributing to a more effective, 
efficient labor pool, traditional patterns of behavior that inhibited rising 
living standards would breal<: down. The persistence of what was called 
"parochial attitudes" would be reduced and in their place would arise a 
common culture based on modern economic ways and the use of the 
English language. 1 5 Although the report did attempt to pay some atten­
tion to the individual differences among the different island groups, the 
distinctions were seen as inconsequential against the promotion of what 
was believed to be a better, more comfortable and rewarding way of life 
compatible with American security interests in the area. Aware that its 
recommendations meant the disturbance, if not destruction, of patterns of 
life that had served the peoples of the islands for centuries, the authors of 
the Solomon Report urged a careful treading on the part of policy makers 
and administrators. 16 

Serious protests greeted the later publication of parts of the Solomon 
Report by the Micronesian Independence Advocates, a group of Micro­
nesian students at the University ofHawai'i, in the March 1971 issue of its 
newsletter, The Young Micronesian. Academic analysts, newspaper report­
ers, and critics of American foreign policy in the world all basically 
damned the published excerpts from the Solomon team's report as a ruth­
less plan to systematically Americanize Micronesia in clear and conscious 
defiance of its trusteeship obligations. Much of the debate focused on 
whether or not the Solomon Report actually served as the basis for Amer­
ican policy in Micronesia. An editorial in the Honolulu Star Bulletin of 26 
July 1971 more accurately described the Solomon Report as a historical 
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artifact that showed much of the thinking and ultimate intent, 1f not pol­

icy, behind American strategic colonialism in the Pacific Islands. The 

Solomon Report revealed then the deep, encompassing character of the 

development agenda in Micronesia. Much of what was targeted for devel­

opment could be construed as economic in character but, in truth, the 

rhetoric of economic development targeted almost every aspect or facet of 

life in the islands. 

If the USCC and Solomon reports made gestures toward keeping Micro­

nesians at the center of economic development efforts, the plan prepared 

by Robert R. Nathan and Associates of Washington, D.C. , held larger 

purposes, other interests. and third parties to be more critical. Commis­

sioned in .1 966 ai the urging of the United Nations Trusteeship Council, 

the Nathan Plan made little pretence about the involvement of Micro­

nesians in any development schemes. Beginning in the summer of 1965,  

the four-man survey team, composed of academic consultants and pro­

fessional staffers from Nathan and Associates' Washington oilices, spent 

more than seven months traveling throughout Micronesia. The end prod­

uct was a four-part, three-volume. 736-pagc document, which was sub­

mitted to the high commissioner's office on 1 December 1966 .  

To read only the table of contents for the Nathan Plan is  to realize how 

extensive was the effort envisioned and how major would be the implica­

tions for every facet of life in Micronesia. Development was not only about 

generating increased income and revenues through commercial activity; 

it involved creating a way of life that covered educational. governmental. 

political, religious, and social considerations as well. Everything from 

medical services to school facilities ,  from public services to tax programs, 

from land holdings to labor-force requirements, from property rights to 

personal freedoms was to be touched in tremendous ways. The Nathan 

Plan revealed its understanding of these dimensions in its call for the 

"strength and courage" needed to effect an entirely new attitude toward 

economic development in the Trust Territory. 1 7  

In the compilation of its development plan, ihe team endeavored to 

"stand outside" the daily activities of government and administration. Its 

distance, in an unintended way, gave testament to the alien character of 

the enterprise it was promoting in the islands. There was little illusion 

about the role of local choice. The plan identified its ultimate objective 

as the design of activities, programs, and supplementary measures "for 

the immediate and long-range which will provide the residents of 

Micronesia expanded opportunities to participate more fully in modem 

economic life-as employers and employees, as farmers and consumers, 
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as investors and owners, as contributors and beneficiaries." Throughout 

its report, the Nathan team showed itself aware of the serious imped­

iments to economic development, if not of the ironies, contradictions, 

and bad history of the whole process. Geography and history, to the 

authors of the report, seemed to have conspired against economic devel­

opment in Micronesia. The small land areas, great distances, poor soil, 

and lack of accessible resources severely constrained the possibilities of 

development.18 

Equally problematic was the nature of Micronesian society which, in 

the minds of the Nathan specialists, loomed as the most serious impedi­

ment to economic progress. The plan noted disparagingly the communal 

nature of the "primitive" system of economy that had severely con­

strained interaction with the larger world. Local island economies were 

characterized as little more than elaborate systems of gift giving. 

Nowhere did the Nathan team find discernible evidence of any accumu­

lation of material wealth from which a nascent capitalist economy might 

emerge. Micronesians' cultural attitudes toward work were deemed to be 

inconsistent with the discipline required for most modern economic 

undertakings. While providing stability and the satisfaction of basic 

wants, Micronesian society gave little encouragement to individual free­

doms or personal initiative.19 

The structural deficiencies of Micronesian society further complicated 

the process of economic development by leaving Micronesians unable to 

comprehend the larger world, its people, and the meaning and purpose of 

modern productive economic activities. Micronesians, wrote the authors 

of the Nathan study, viewed foreigners, more specifically Americans, as 

people with unlimited access to vast quantities of goods; moreover, the 

people of the islands had no comprehension of the planning and work 

that had produced that wealth. In the eyes of the Nathan team specialists, 

more than a century of contact with the outside world had led the island­

ers to depend on outsiders to organize and plan their economic activities. 

The great lesson taught by Micronesian history was that Micronesians 

enjoyed the most progress when the self-serving interests of some outside 

group led to the establishment of productive economic activity in the area 

that produced local benefits as well as foreign profits. Never held respon­

sible, Micronesians now needed to learn to become more reliant upon 

their own capabilities. The Nathan team concluded that open doors, free 

markets, and unregulated competition of the kind first defined by Adam 

Smith his I 776 tract, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 

Nations, would best serve Micronesians.20 
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Emphasizing its external orientation, the Nathan Plan saw the Trust 

Territory government as both the cause and solution to the problems that 

hindered effective economic development in the area. The government 

had done nothing to advance the possibilities of economic self-reliance for 

the area. The sum total of more than twenty years of American military 

and civilian government had been a contrived sheltering of Micronesians 

from the realities and hard choices involved in the process of economic 

development.21 Local hiring practices that placed poorly trained, incom­

petent, less-than-hard-working Micronesians under a few beleaguered 

Americans had further exacerbated the dilemma. The report concluded 

that, given the tremendous impediments to government and develop­
ment in the Trust Territory, what was surprising was that a few Ameri­

can administrators and their Micronesian underlings had managed 
somehow to "make do." 

Despite the overall failures of the Trust Territory government, the 

Nathan team placed the responsibility for the development of Micronesia 

squarely with the American administration. The administering authority 

was charged with remaking Micronesians into a "strong, capable, pro­

ductive, responsible, and self-reliant people who are developing their abil­

ities and exercising their rights to expanded economic opportunities and 
freedoms." Meaningful economic development was considered possible 

only if the government took the lead in drafting and implementing well­

conceived, efficient development programs. Noting that a government job 

was considered the easiest, most secure, and hence most desirable form of 
employment, the Nathan Plan estimated that the government absorbed 

80-90 percent of the best educated, most highly skilled Micronesians 

available. This, however, was at best a manpower force in training. 

American managers and foreign labor would most effectively and most 

immediately spur on economic development. To this end, the Nathan 

team encouraged doubling the number of American employees of the 

Trust Territory government and recruiting foreign laborers with the hard 

technical skills needed to get an economy going. American personnel, in 

particular, were to have complete freedom of entry and exit, property 

rights, and prompt and favorable responses to all requests for business 

permits and licenses.22 

The Nathan Plan identified the particular sectors of economic activity 

that seemed to hold the greatest prospects for success. Small business, 

industrial and commercial activities, travel industry development, com­

mercial agriculture, copra production, and commercial fisheries were all 

to receive special emphasis. 23 To supplement these efforts, the develop-



"Planning Micronesia 's Future" 97 

ment and expansion of capital improvements were urged; airports, ware­

houses, and freezers were to be built or installed. There could and should 

be histories written about the effects of modern infrastructure develop­

ment on local island communities-their ritual practices, belief systems, 

and patterns of interaction. In the Nathan Plan, however, the recom­

mendations for infrastructure development amounted to little more than 

a line item or, at most, a quick, callous paragraph. Questions of human 
concern received little attention in a plan so convinced of economic devel­
opment as necessary and desirable. 

Land was viewed as the most pressing of ingredients for development. 

In examining the issue of land in Micronesia, the Nathan team saw a mix 

of "lingering anachronisms" involving traditional land tenure systems, 
confusion over the title and transfer of certain private lands, and the hold­

ing of large tracts of land by succeeding colonial governments as combin­
ing to create an inaccessible, confounding system of land holdings. The 
Nathan Plan, ignoring any consideration of what land tenure systems 

might mean to the different peoples of Micronesia other than as a "linger­

ing anachronism," called a land management program essential to the 

economic development of the Trust Territory. Ironically, Micronesia's 

landmass, which had been presented elsewhere in this report and in pre­

vious studies as a serious impediment to general development because it 

was so small, was now described as too large for local populations to 
develop effectively and profitably.24 But then, alien prescriptions for indig­
enous peoples often engendered such contradictions in their efforts to 

identify as mutual and complementary the needs and interests of colo­

nizer and colonized. 
A formal review of the Na than Plan ordered by the American high 

commissioner, William R. Norwood, showed general agreement with the 

document's more than 280 separate recommendations concerning eco­

nomic development.2 5  Peter Wilson, a fisheries officer with the Trust Ter­

ritory government, endorsed the plan's position on the importation of 

foreign labor, especially in the development of the local fisheries and boat­

building industries.26  Wilson wrote that the lack of skilled labor seriously 
hindered development in these two areas. Moreover, Micronesians, wrote 

Wilson, needed to be shown "what it means to put in a full day's labor." 

Wilson felt that Micronesian laborers loafed on the job, used their poten­

tial and their ethnic identity as excuses, and were secure in the knowl­
edge that it would be almost impossible to replace them. Real economic 

development, argued Wilson, would depend on Micronesians' ability to 
compete effectively against Japanese, Okinawan, and Taiwanese fisher-
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men. Dr. Luke A. Howe, the assistant director of public health, thought 
that the Trust Territory would become like an Indian reservation "if we 
keep it only for Micronesians. Is that our goal?" G. P. Daniels, acting head 
of the Land Management Office of the Trust Territory at the time of the 
Nathan team's visit, applauded the abandonment of a protectionist atti­
tude, especially in situations that allowed more-advantaged Micronesians 
to exploit the less-educated and less-privileged. 

Not all colonial administrators thought alike, however. Some in Amer­
ican Micronesia in the late 1960s realized the dimensions of disruption 
being sketched by the Nathan Plan; their consciousness of the issues at 
stake also found expression in the high commissioner's review. Strong 
reservations were expressed about the report's recommendations in the 
areas ofland, the importation of foreign labor, and the disturbance of cul­
tural beliefs and practices. Peter Hill, an educational specialist with the 
Trust Territory, had few illusions about the extent of the change being 
proposed by the Nathan Plan. He called the plan's objectives "compre­
hensive, manipulated revolution. It must be thoroughly considered by the 
public involved, if there is to be hope of anything but catastrophe." Hill 
saw the sum effects of the Nathan Plan's recommendations, if imple­
mented, as limiting Micronesian involvement to hewing wood and haul­
ing water. Distinguishing between the invention of Micronesia as political 
entity and the peoples who actually inhabited the area, Hill concluded 
that the Nathan Plan seemed "to be preoccupied with a region, Microne­
sia, without suitable concern for the population of Micronesians whose 
country it is. What's good for Micronesia is not necessarily good for 
Micronesians-who may be more speedily disinherited." 

The Nathan Plan's recommendation for the relocation of atoll popula­
tions to district centers and the policies designed to effect that relocation 
struck a number of reviewers as particularly ominous. The authors of the 
plan believed that such relocation would promote the development of a 
larger, more concentrated, better-trained workforce. To promote this 
migration to the district centers of the major islands, the report called for 
the elimination or reduction of health, social, and educational services to 
outlying atoll and island populations.27 W. A. Forest thought the reloca­
tion plan ignored the vital role that land played in Micronesian cultures; 
it smacked, he wrote, of a "BIA [Bureau of Indian Affairs] reservation 
philosophy." Peter Coleman, then district administrator for the Mariana 
Islands and a Samoan by birth, worried about the disruption that such 
relocation would wreak on the islands' social systems. Coleman went on 
to argue for the adaptability of Micronesian traditional systems to accom-
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modate new ways and methods. Communal land tenure systems were not 
necessarily impediments to development; the solution, thought Coleman, 
lay in finding ways to ensure rather than deprive group owners of the 
profits earned from their land. Francis B. Mahoney, the director of com­
munity development for the Trust Territory, criticized what he saw as the 
"people be damned" philosophy behind the Nathan Plan. Despite the grav­
ity of these real concerns, the Nathan Plan seemed to have the look of the 
future about it, or so thought those charged with developing Micronesia. 

Modernization Theory as Bourgeois Realism 
Although neither the Solomon Report nor the Nathan Plan made 

explicit its theoretical underpinning, both drew heavily on the moderniza­
tion theory that dominated development planning in the 1960s. Influ­
enced heavily by the functionalist theories of Talcott Parsons, writers such 
as Marion Levy, S. M. Lipset, David McClelland, Walt Rostow, and Neil 
Smelser set the modernization approach within a decidedly capitalist per­
spective. 28 To these proponents of what came to be the classical school, 
modernization involved a phased, homogenizing, irreversible, and lengthy 
process based on European notions of progress and history. The ways in 
which "traditional societies" of the non-Western world might become 
modern proved a particular focus of the modernization school. "Tradi­
tional societies" were said to solve the basic problems of labor, production, 
distribution, and want by procedures devised in the distant past, rigidified 
by a long process of historic trial and error, and maintained by heavy sanc­
tions of law, custom, and belief. To economists of the modernization 
school, tradition provided a stabilizing, impelling force that ensured a 
repetitive cycle of society whereby work would be carried out each day 
very much as it had been done for centuries. The division of labor was 
fixed; scarcity in nature was closely managed and in ways that allowed for 
a considerable degree of economic independence from the outside world. 

The cost of this kind of economic tradition, however, was progress. 
Through time and in the West, there evolved the market system whereby 
individuals sold their labor, rented their land, and invested their capital 
with little interference from the totalitarian constraints of tradition. With 
the monetization of labor, land, and capital, economic transactions 
became standardized. Over time, procedures were devised to govern com­
merce, manufacture and the consequent passage from agricultural to 
market-focused societies. A marked proclivity to increase productivity 
through a finer division of labor was evidenced in the growth of market 
societies; increased productivity, in turn, intensified the desire for better-
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ment and profits. Competition-individuals struggling against one 

another for advantage and gain-was said to provide the natural but 

invisible instrument of regulation for capitalist societies. 

Underlying the development of a market economy were assumptions 

about the rationality of human beings as economic actors, what Marshall 

Sahlins has called "bourgeois realism. " 29 Given the desire for betterment 

and increased income that lay at the heart of all market activity, modern­

ization theorists assumed that human beings would consider all available 

options of procurement and choose the least costly. The picture of 

humans as rational maximizers was not an altogether flattering one as it 

suggested more self-interested calculation than philanthropy. Although 

other economic systems within their own particular rationalities were 

acknowledged, their survival was seen as anachronistic. In the classical 

modernization scheme of things, economic development then carried 

with it a regrettable cultural struggle that involved the nonetheless nec­

essary, inevitable replacement of one tradition with the modern economic 

practices of another. 

More pointedly, most early modernization theorists operated on the 

assumption that economic advance through the nineteenth century was 

largely a phenomenon of the West. According to one standard textbook, 

"there was no economic progress in the rest of the world" through the 

end of the nineteenth century.30 The long sweep of Western economic 

advance had left behind four out of five people on the planet and created 

what came to be known in development parlance as the "underdeveloped 

world. "  By the mid-r97os, a billion human beings in the "underdeveloped 

world" were described as having an annual per capita income of less than 

$mo, while another billion people earned less in a year than the average 

American family spent in a month. Imperialism, overpopulation, poverty, 

and the "customs of backwardness" all were identified simply and dispas­

sionately as causes of underdevelopment. 

One of the principal objectives of the classical modernization school, 

then, was to assist citizens of underdeveloped nations to advance toward 

a more productive, comfortable, and satisfying life. Writing in 1969, 

Elbert V. Bowden, a former member of the Nathan team, thought Micro­

nesia best approximated Rostow's "five-stages-of-growth" model.31 He 

described half of the people as living under the "preconditions of take off, " 

Rostow' s second stage, while the other half, having skipped steps three 

and four, hovered at the threshold of the "age of high mass consump­

tion,"  a condition made possible not by their own productive capabilities 

but by American congressional largesse. Better analysis and planning 
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constituted Bowden' s solution to the uneven, irregular patterns of the 

modernization process in Micronesia. There would be other prescriptions 

as well. 

Other Plans, Other Planners 

The Solomon and Nathan plans were but the first in a long line of 

development studies prepared for the Trust Territory government by a 

host of outside agencies and organizations. Indeed, development plan­

ning from the late r96os through the r97os assumed the proportions of a 

growth industry of sorts. Every conceivable resource was scrutinized for 

its development or income-generating potential; plans examined the fea­

sibility of establishing rice plantations, piggeries, fishing fleets, poultry 

farms, feed mills, sawmills, mosquito coil factories, boatyards, a distillery 

and bottling business, handicraft centers, produce markets, hotels, and 

small canneries. Other studies, many of them carried out locally by the 

Trust Territory government's Department of Economic Resources and 

Development, considered the commercial potential of reef fish, pepper, 

cacao, local fruits, coir fiber, mangrove wood, palm oil, local plant extracts, 

and the bark of certain trees. The legacy of these efforts amounted to an 

extensive collection of bound or stapled reports that were quickly shelved 

and that, if nothing else, earned income for their authors while sustain­

ing the discourse of development. 

These other plans, like the Solomon and Nathan reports, expressed his­

torically contexted, culturally specific ideas about life, labor, and profit. 

They could also be highly idiosyncratic. Of all the development proposals 

submitted by various organizations and agencies, none was more pecu­

liar than that presented by the Institute of Cultural Affairs (ICA) in 

September 1974. Based in Chicago, Illinois, and headed by a Dr. Joseph 

Matthews, the Institute of Cultural Affairs emphasized an approach to 

development that focused explicitly on the total transformation of com­

munity. 32 The institute concentrated its efforts in Micronesia on the Mar­

shall Islands. Given the islands' centuries of exposure to colonialism, the 

ICA recommended in reverse imperial fashion that development begin 

with the renaming of the Marshalls as "Lolwelaplap." As outlined in the 

document "The Marshall Islands Human Development Program," the 

reformulation of community required a massive training that went to the 

heart of identity and social cohesiveness. A combination of American 

popular psychology and "new age" theories of personal growth applied to 

whole societies, the ICA's program proposed eighty-eight specific training 

programs grouped under twenty-two social categories of activity that, in 
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turn, were classified according to the five broader spheres said to consti­

tute the nexus of any healthy, modern community. Total costs for the 

three-year program were projected at $5,301,405, with the Trust Terri­

tory government, the Marshallese legislature or Nitijela, the United States 

Congress, and a number of private foundations expected to provide the 

funding required. The anticipated success of this effort at social engineer­
ing would mean a "New Tomorrow" for the Marshalls; in addition, the 

emergence of a new spirit in the Marshalls or Lolwelaplap, wrote the pro­

ject's directors, would serve as a beacon of hope for other areas of the 
world seeking to get out from under the yoke of colonialism. Although the 

ICA' s proposal garnered some support within the Marshalls and at Trust 

Territory government headquarters on Saipan, the "actuation" of the 

Marshalls Human Development Program never occurred. A review of the 

ICA's proposal by Stanley S. Carpenter, director of territorial affairs for the 

United States Department of the Interior, dated 23 December 197 4, con­

cluded that the program was too broad, too unrealistic, and too costly. 33 

No less peculiar was Wayne C. Thiessen's proposal to transform the 

Trust Territory into the mobile nation of "Pacifica" whose economy was 

to be derived from remittances and tax revenues earned by the employ­

ment of five thousand young Micronesians as seamen aboard the ships, 

barges, and tankers that traversed the world's oceans. 34 Another plan, 
entitled "Micronesia: An Alternative Description," called for the creation 

of a Micronesian common market as a first step toward the establishment 

of a self-sufficient economy for the islands" 35 Development as a contracted 

service necessitated the assurance of economic privileges and incentives 

for those private corporations willing to take on the task. Western Islands 

Development Enterprises (WIDE), based in Houston, Texas, offered to 

manage the development of the islands in accord with the recommenda­

tions of the Nathan Plan.36 In support of its efforts, the company required 

a graduated thirty-year tax exemption on all its commercial undertak­
ings. WIDE also insisted that the infrastructure be improved, that gam­

bling be legalized, and that it be granted liquor licenses and other conces­

sions in support of its projected tourist, entertainment, and recreational 

businesses. In return, the corporation promised a healthy degree of eco­

nomic development, with a high level of participation by Micronesians. 

Frustrated by a decade of inertia and by the irrelevance of more recent 

prescriptions, the Congress of Micronesia, a representative body created 

by the Trust Territory government in 1965 to enhance the participation 

of Micronesians in the political process and the subject of the following 

chapter, passed Public Law 6 -56, which required the formulation of a 

comprehensive development policy for Micronesia. Another of the forces 
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giving impetus to the formulation of an indicative development plan 

was the projected termination of the Trusteeship Agreement in 198I,3 7 

which would not eventuate until 1986 for the Marshalls and most of the 

Caroline Islands and not until 1994 for Palau. The plan covered the five­

year period beginning October 1976, and extending through to October 

1981.  The law authorizing the plan required a draft document to be sub­

mitted to the Congress of Micronesia for review by 31 December 1975.  To 

assist in the formulation of this draft, the Congress of Micronesia con­

tracted the services of the United Nations Development Programme.38 

A fairly lengthy, extensive document, the indicative development plan 

began with the characterization of the general Micronesian economy as 

one of underdeveloped resources, inordinate reliance on the government 

sector for employment, and consumption levels far in excess of indige­

nous productive capacities and made possible only by the infusion of 

American money. To break this crippling dependency, the plan sought an 

increased standard of living through the creation of a restructured, bal­

anced, and self-supporting Micronesian economy and the maintenance of 

minimum essential government services. Agriculture, marine resources, 

and tourism were identified as the productive sectors with the most poten­

tial for creating employment and generating revenues to help Micronesia 

become self-supporting economically. In its language, categories, logic, 

purpose, and representational strategies, the UNDP-assisted document 

proved to be very much genealogically linked to its predecessors, the 

Solomon and Nathan plans. 

In support of the Trust Territory-wide plan, each of the island districts 

except the Marianas, which had already made clear its intention to estab­

lish a political relationship with the United States apart from any future 

Micronesian government, was required to produce its own development 

plan; these district plans were intended to articulate the conditions, 

needs, resources, and aspirations of particular locales and their people. 

The necessity of conforming to the style of the territory-wide indicative 

development plan, however, created a curious set of documents that dif­

fered only slightly from one another. The plans for Palau, Yap, Chuuk, 

Pohnpei, and the Marshalls varied little in their tables of contents and in 

the actual substance of the plans that followed. Cursory descriptions of 

the people, their islands, and their past prefaced more extensive though 

equally misleading narratives involving population, employment, and 

income statistics. Summaries of transportation systems, commerce and 

banking facilities, and the condition of existing infrastructure introduced 

the analysis of local agriculture, marine resources, tourism, and small 

industries .  The individual district plans then closed with an assessment of 
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on-going economic projects, a statement of goals and objectives, and a 

commitment to the hallowed but ultimately colonizing principles of self­

sufficiency and culturally compatible development. As such, these plans 

evidenced at a micro level the discursive strategy and normalization pro­

cess that economic development in Micronesia was intended to be. 

This uniformity resulted in part, not from any lack of critical response, 

but from distant editorial interventions that tended to silence local voices 

seeking to give these district plans a different character. A separate study 

produced by the Palau District Planning Office in September 1975 noted 

that districtwide planning, directed from Trust Territory headquarters on 

Saipan, could not ignore the variety of regional and sectional interests 

within Palau itself. This report saw local government as stymied by terri­

torial restrictions and thus unable to respond to the specific requests of 

locales within Palau. 39 A cover letter that accompanied the submission of 

a revised development plan for Yap district noted the confusion, uncer­

tainty, and suspicion with which most Yapese regarded the "monetary 

and knowledge system" of the outside world. 40 An earlier draft introduc­

tion to that same plan had identified Yap' s land tenure system as a criti­

cal part of the island-state's sociocultural system, but not compatible with 

economic development. The statement elicited a large, pronounced ques­

tion mark in the margins of the draft document from an anonymous 

reviewer at Trust Territory headquarters on Saipan. 41 The same reviewer 

wrote "not feasible-culture discourages work" next to the draft plan's 

intent to provide jobs for all Yapese who desired them. The final submit­

ted version of the Yap Indicative Development Plan contained no refer­

ence to any incompatibility between development and the island's land 

tenure system and no mention of any commitment to full employment on 

the island. 

To facilitate the implementation of the territorial and local plans, the 

Congress of Micronesia hired several UNDP economists as consultants. 

This group produced a total of fifty-six reports between April 1976 and 

July 1980; the focus of their investigations ranged from specific sectoral 

development strategies in the different districts to national taxation poli­

cies, job training, youth programs, health care planning, education, and 

historic preservation. 42 Their ideas and approaches to development did 

not provide any counterbalance to an entrenched American colonial 

bureaucracy's views on development. Rather, the UNDP specialists would 

reveal their own very institutionalized, highly standardized view of what 

economic development should be for the Trust Territory of the Pacific 

Islands. 
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Commitments to respect the dignity of local peoples and their ways of 
living filled the prefaces of UNDP reports. This cultural sensitivity often 
disappeared in the bodies of these reports, where the UNDP's ultimately 
standardized treatment of development issues showed itself. Indeed, the 
UNDP's Policies and Procedures Manual included a section entitled "The 
Project Document" that specified the format for all UNDP reports.43 The 
manual prescribed in precise terms the topics of inquiry to be addressed, 
the methods of analysis to be employed, the exact placement of conclu­
sions and recommendations in the body of the report, and even the lan­
guage of presentation itself. In effect, this standardization reduced Micro­
nesia to but another indistinguishable area of the underdeveloped world. 
The UNDP' s vision of development, then, endorsed a reigning global eco­
nomic order that had no place and little tolerance for other ways of being 
in the world. In a 1989 publication, Graham Hancock criticized interna­
tional aid bureaucrats as "lords of poverty."44 It is a phrase that, without 
much adjustment, could be easily applied to many UNDP personnel and 
other developmental specialists working in Micronesia during the mid to 
late 1970s. 

The disparity between the UNDP's rhetoric and praxis did not go unno­
ticed within the islands. Dan Perin, the economic advisor to the Microne­
sian Commission on Future Political Status and Transition, questioned 
the data used by UNDP planners. 45 He believed it to be incomplete, mis­
leading in its terms of analysis, and useful only at the most aggregate of 
levels. Moreover, this flawed database had begun to take on a life of its 
own as it was cited often and uncritically by other and later planners. The 
result of this statistical hocus pocus, warned Perin, was a masking of the 
reality of conditions in the Trust Territory. Perin also criticized plans for a 
UNDP workshop for Micronesian statisticians on the grounds that it 
served the conveniences of the sponsor while not at all addressing the 
needs of local governmental institutions.46 

The ways in which UNDP reports rendered the islands unrecognizable 
to Micronesians also elicited strong criticism. In a letter to Dr. Nahum 
Benzeevi, the project manager for all UNDP development planning in 
Micronesia, Margie Falanruw, the director of the Yap Institute of Natural 
Science, criticized what she saw as the irrelevance, error, and cultural 
insensitivity of a UNDP agricultural survey in Yap. She wrote, 

It appeared that the survey is more suited to a large area with a 
monocultural cropping system than the highly diversified small 
holding system of agriculture on Yap. I cannot see how this field 
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data could match the precision of the mathematical analysis 

described, and fear that this may result in an impressive, but 

probably inaccurate project. Further, I feel that such a detailed 

island-wide survey would be an invasion of the privacy of Yapese 

households, especially the work of women. The cultural matters 

associated with agriculture on Yap must not be known to those 

who designed the survey.47 

Not all UNDP personnel were oblivious to the distortion created by their 

standardized approach to development. An inkling of self-awareness 

emerged in the evaluation of a UNDP development planning workshop 

held in Palau from 13 to 16 December 1976.48 The workshop brought 

together fourteen UNDP officials assigned to various projects within the 

Trust Territory or from regional offices in the larger Asia-Pacific region. 

They were to consider a variety of issues related to the implementation of 

Palau's five-year indicative development plan. Three local government 

officials and a Palauan priest later joined the fourteen in a private evalu­

ation of the workshop. A member of the UNDP delegation, Christopher 

Goss, wrote a somewhat negative assessment of the workshop based on 

the comments that emerged from the evaluation session. 

According to Goss' report, the workshop followed too closely upon 

local reviews of the plan. Palauans had not had sufficient opportunity to 

fully grasp and respond to the complexities of the document. The organi­

zation of the workshop itself also caused problems. The UNDP experts had 

wanted to break up into subcommittees to focus on specific topics. Their 

Palauan hosts, however, insisted on remaining in a general plenary ses­

sion where everyone could hear everything said. In evaluating the per­

formance of UNDP workshop participants, the assessor remarked that 

they had not been sufficiently catalytic. There were too many of them; 

they tended to dominate discussions and to make their points in ways not 

easily understood by Palauans. And discussants repeated one another's 

comments. Noting the indicative economic development plan's commit­

ment to reduced government expenditure and to efficiency and self­

reliance, Goss concluded that the use of UN money for such a relatively 

extravagant, ineffective workshop was "not exactly the way" to reinforce 

the plan's message. 

Goss' report also noted what appeared to be a low level of Palauan par­

ticipation in the workshop; the silence was attributed to cultural con­

straints within Palau that prohibited people from standing up and speak­

ing their minds. Commenting on the silence from the Palauan audience, 
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one of the four local evaluators said, "We hear each other talking all the 

time and we want to hear what you have to say." A stronger Palauan 

voice did emerge during the evaluation session. One Palauan complained 

that the workshop lacked clarity and focus. Another noted a certain 

"degree of aimlessness" to the proceedings. The chairman of the work­

shop was criticized for failing to exert more control over the discussion. In 

a sense, then, the flawed workshop held to discuss the Palau District 

Indicative Development Plan served as a metaphor for the process of eco­

nomic development in the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands. There 

was not enough time; the general silence of the people most affected was 

frustrating, even unsettling; what local responses there were went largely 

ignored or unnoticed; the experts were too many, too foreign, and pos­

sessing of a body of knowledge that was alien, not totally comprehensible, 

and foreboding in the dimensions of change that it outlined. 

The Peace Corps in Paradise 

Professional planners understood the need to advertise the idea of devel­

opment. The Palauan workshop had demonstrated yet again the chasm 

between those who brought change and those they sought to change. 

Some intermediary organization that might bridge or at least help to close 

the development divide in the Trust Territory seemed necessary. What 

might be employed to soften the harsher aspects of development? Who 

could be used to show the energy, vitality, potential, and exuberance that 

economic development might unleash in Micronesia and among Microne­

sians? Some thought the Peace Corps was just the institution to put a 

young, energetic, happy face on the American presence and the objectives 

that underlay it. The Peace Corps, of course, defined itself in less political, 

more humanitarian terms. The gap between self-definition and the process 

of Americanization in which it was enlisted to serve forms part of the com­

plex, sometimes troubled history of the Peace Corps in Micronesia. 

The Solomon Report had recommended the use of Peace Corps volun­

teers as a way to strengthen the educational system, maximize contact 

between Micronesians and Americans, and promote, through a favorable 

plebiscite vote, the islands' permanent affiliation with the United States. 

Hesitancy greeted the first proposals to put the Peace Corps in the Trust 

Territory. Though not an explicit instrument of American foreign policy 

according to its founders, the Peace Corps worked exclusively in develop­

ing countries. Micronesia, however, occupied a liminal space in terms 

of political geography. The 1947 Trusteeship Agreement blurred the 

islands' status as foreign; the presence of an American administration 
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gave the area a near-domestic quality in the minds of many. Initially, 
then, Micronesia as an American territory was not foreign enough for the 
Peace Corps. The situation changed, however. 

The real impetus for the placement of the Peace Corps in Micronesia 
came from a series of international criticisms of the American adminis­
tration. The previously cited report of a 1961 United Nations Visiting Mis­
sion had criticized the failure of the United States to meet its obligations 
under the Trusteeship Agreement.49 A 1965 study by the World Health 
Organization deplored the poor services and lack of trained personnel that 
severely hampered the health care system in the Trust Territory. Sensitive 
to the increasing volume of criticism in a United Nations becoming more 
and more strident on the issue of decolonization, United States Ambassa­
dor to the UN Arthur Goldberg is said to have taken the initiative in urg­
ing the Peace Corps be sent to the Trust Territory. Goldberg secured the 
support of the Johnson administration, including Secretary of the Interior 
Stewart L. Udall, whose department had administrative responsibility for 
the islands. The decision to send the Peace Corps into Micronesia was 
announced in May 1966, during the Trusteeship Council meetings. 

Within days of Goldberg's announcement, the Peace Corps launched 
its most intensive and publicized recruitment campaign ever.50 Posters 
were hastily printed and distributed on college campuses across the nation 
just before the spring semester's end. "The Peace Corps Goes to Paradise" 
was the title of a recruiting brochure to enlist prospective volunteers for 
service in the Trust Territory. The cover of the brochure pictured an idyl­
lic stretch of white sand beach, a row of low-lying atolls on the horizon, 
and, in the foreground, a canoe paddled by two young boys. The text 
mentioned tropical islands, enchanted evenings, swaying palm trees, and 
sun-kissed maidens. But there was also trouble in Paradise. The islands, 
proclaimed the brochure's text, suffered from understaffed schools, bad 
roads, inefficient medical facilities, an excess of imported food, and inade­
quate water and sanitation systems. 

The brochure and the larger campaign of which it was a part achieved 
the intended effect. Within a few weeks, three thousand applications had 
been received; these numbers were aided by a special abbreviated appli­
cation form and an exemption from the standardized placement tests usu­
ally required for entry into the Peace Corps. In addition, applicants were 
promised an answer by telephone within fifteen days of the receipt of their 
application. The first contingent of volunteers received twelve weeks of 
culture and language training on an abandoned movie set in Key West, 
Florida, where PT-w9, a movie about the wartime heroics of John F. Ken-
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nedy, had been filmed. Preparations for the arrival of the volunteers in the 
islands involved extensive consultations between Peace Corps represen­

tatives and Trust Territory government officials on matters ranging from 

housing and medical care to job placement and supervision. In addition, 

the Trust Territory government undertook an extensive public relations 

campaign to prepare host communities for the influx of hundreds of 
young Americans. Radio announcements, newspaper stories, and public 

seminars were all used to educate and prepare the public. Optimism, and 

naivete, abounded. Ross Pritchard, the director of the Peace Corps' Far 
Eastern Region, which supervised operations in Micronesia, proclaimed, 

"The Peace Corps intends to alter substantially in a relatively short period 
of time, say three to five years, the twenty year record of neglect and dis­

mal achievement." 51 Such a statement suggested little real deviation from 
the established discourse of development in the Trust Territory; the Peace 

Corps simply promised to work harder and better for change. 

By December 1966, the first 323 volunteers had arrived in the Trust 

Territory. Many in this first group were originally slated to work in public 

health, but a lack of technical skills coupled with a dearth of positions and 

programs at the local Micronesian level led to the reassignment of these 

volunteers as teachers in elementary school classrooms. Indeed, the first 

Peace Corps volunteers, most of whom held a recently awarded bache­
lor's degree in the humanities, worked most often in elementary educa­

tion. The number of Peace Corps volunteers soon increased dramatically; 

by the summer of 1967, there were more than 452 in Micronesia.52  In 

1968, some 940 volunteers were serving in the Trust Territory, creating 
a ratio of one volunteer for every hundred Micronesians-by far the high­

est in the Peace Corps world.53 Unlike Trust Territory personnel, who 

concentrated in the district centers, volunteers lived in remote villages, on 

outer islands, and with Micronesians. Relations between volunteers and 

expatriate government workers became strained in the first years because 
of the often critical posture of volunteers toward the Trust Territory gov­

ernment and their expressed sympathy for Micronesians. 54 

The political effect of the Peace Corps during its first years proved a 
concern to some. A June 1972 editorial in Guam's Pacific Daily News noted 

that the Peace Corps' presence and the activities of its volunteers had not 

always been conducive to the objectives of American policy in Microne­

sia. The editorial went on to blame the Peace Corps for instilling the trou­
blesome concept of independence in the minds of Micronesians. The 

Micronesian Legal Services Program, created and initially staffed by 

Peace Corps lawyers, proved particularly nettlesome to Trust Territory 
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officials in its advocacy of the legal rights of Micronesians. Referring to the 
political posturing of volunteers in the first years, John Carver, assistant 
secretary of interior during the Kennedy administration, thought Micro­
nesia marked "the most unworthy page in Peace Corps history." 55  Others 
held that the Peace Corps, though a more liberal, accessible, even manip­
ulable presence for Micronesians, constituted but a minor variation in the 
larger American effort. Perhaps, an insight into the relativity of things 
proved for many volunteers the at once most subversive and redeeming 
feature of their experience. One volunteer wrote that the Yapese were a 
careful, thoughtful, highly selective, and ultimately contented people; as 
a result, they saw little value in change. 56 Another expressed the opinion 
that Y apese villagers, with their very deliberate pace of life, were at least 
as well off as harried American commuters who worked hard and saved 
money all their lives to visit places in the Pacific like Yap. 57  In any event, 
the recruitment of older volunteers with more technical backgrounds 
soon would give the Peace Corps in the islands a very different look. 

Within a decade of the Peace Corps' arrival in Micronesia, greater 
emphasis began being placed on specific skills that could contribute more 
immediately and directly to economic development in the islands. By 
1978, individuals were being recruited and placed as accountants, small 
business consultants, credit union specialists, urban planners, construc­
tion engineers, heavy equipment operators, and fisheries advisors. In the 
job descriptions for these more technically skilled positions lay clearer 
specifications for the ways in which Peace Corps volunteers would con­
tribute to the development of the islands. These carefully detailed job 
descriptions spelled out the problems to be addressed by the volunteers, 
whose prime responsibility now lay not with language learning or cul­
tural adjustment, but with their job assignment. 58 For those volunteers 
working in development, the impediments to progress remained the same: 
lack of hard data, inadequate infrastructure, faulty or nonexistent tech­
nology, and unreliable market conditions. Volunteers were cautioned to 
expect Micronesians' "lack ofinterest on a sustained basis" in most things 
and an extended family structure that discouraged individual initiative 
through its insistence upon sharing. No matter what the particulars of 
their individual job descriptions, all volunteers were told to expect living 
and work situations that would be demanding, frustrating, and difficult. 
The lack of conveniences, the generally slower pace of life, and the very 
different sense of time were identified as some of the more frustrating 
aspects of their job assignments. 

In a speech given at Columbia College on 14 February 1968,  Jack Hood 
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Vaughn, head of the Peace Corps, had talked of the Peace Corps' mission 

to oppose the "shrinking man" syndrome described in the writings of 

Marshall McLuhan. Peace Corps volunteers, argued Vaughn, were break­

ing beyond structures set by bureaucrats and social engineers to a deeper 

realization of the possibilities of human development and the potential of 

the human spirit.59 By 1978, however, Jack Vaughn's Renaissance vol­

unteer had faded; it seemed as if McLuhan's controlled, bureaucratized 

"shrinking man" had returned, all in the name of cost efficiency, behav­

ioral objectives, and appropriate development planning. 

More Than a Living 
Fisheries, agriculture, and tourism constituted the three areas around 

which development planners and Trust Territory officials believed a more 

self-sufficient if not totally self-reliant economy might be built. A long, 

thick, tedious history on the order of Dorothy Richard's three-volume 

study of the naval administration of the islands would be needed to record 

all the efforts in these three areas of anticipated economic growth. Rather 

than attempt such an inventory, I choose instead to characterize these 

areas in their more general patterns and to complement this admittedly 

sweeping approach by examining more recent ethnographic texts that 

indicate the dimensions of transformation involved in these development 

undertakings and the histories, epistemologies, and hierarchies that 

informed local responses to them. Development, as we shall see, did not go 

as planned by the USCC or the Solomon and Nathan reports. 

The Trust Territory government and later the Congress of Micronesia 

expended considerable time, effort, and money on development of marine 

resources. The 1960s witnessed efforts to develop refrigeration and cold­

storage facilities on the major islands. Micronesians traveled to Hawai'i 

and later Taiwan and Singapore to receive training in fishing skills, tech­

nology, and industry management, while an extended, ultimately suc­

cessful initiative was begun to eradicate the crown-of-thorns starfish that 

threatened the islands' coral reefs. The 1964 opening of a tuna-processing 

plant in Palau by Van Camp Seafood Company appeared to mark a major 

advance in the commercial possibilities of fishing in Micronesia. In the 

1970s, efforts intensified. The establishment of the Micronesian Maritime 

Demonstration Center in Palau in 1973 evidenced a strong commitment, 

at least initially, to the fields of both fresh- and saltwater mariculture. 

There followed local boat-building projects, more infrastructure develop­

ment, and a plethora of surveys and workshops run by a host of not 

entirely altruistic international aid agencies such as the Japan Inter-
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national Cooperation Agency, the South Pacific Commission, and the 
United Nations Fish and Agriculture Organization. Japan used the 1974 
gift of seven fishing vessels to deflect criticism of its failure to redress 
Micronesian war claims. Corporate-sponsored organizations such as the 
American tuna industry's Pacific Tuna Development Corporation offered 
assistance to local tuna fishermen as a way ultimately to promote access 
to Micronesian waters for wide-ranging American tuna boat operators. 

All of these efforts seemed not to make a great deal of difference. 
Although the reported total value of marine exports increased from 
$27,000 in 1963 to roughly $3 miilion by 1976, commercial fisheries 
in Micronesia never generated the kind ofrevenues required to make fish­
ing a viable, major contributor to the territory's economy; indeed, total 
exports, earned primarily through copra, fisheries, and tourism, never 
exceeded more than 14 percent of annual cash flows into the territory 
between 1963 and 1979.60 Only with the establishment of the Microne­
sian Maritime Authority in 1978 and the subsequent licensing of foreign 
fishing vessels within the territorial waters of the three self-governing 
entities to emerge from the Trust Territory would commercial fishing pro­
vide any consistent form of revenue. 

Micronesians topped the list of the many causes cited to explain the 
failure to develop marine resources. Planners, consultants, and specialists 
all despaired of making the islanders commercial fishermen. Ronald Pow­
ell, however, had better sense than most of what was entailed in making 
fishing a business in Micronesia. In a November 1971 report on fishing in 
Chuuk, Powell, a Trust Territory fishing gear and methods specialist, 
noted that the best results occurred when local fishermen worked in 
familiar areas, during times they preferred to fish, and with gear they had 
chosen. Teams led by people of stature and respect in the community 
fished well; their catches proved consistently high. 61 Teams composed of 
fishermen from different areas and with no clear leader fished poorly and, 
according to Powell, proved difficult to manage. Powell reported too that 
different areas of Chuuk's Lagoon seemed to be the preserve of certain 
groups or clans; he recommended that the ownership of the reefs be care-

considered when strategies to improve or extend fisheries develop­
ment were developed. 

Powell conceded that much about the life of indigenous people 
seem anomalous or confusing to strangers to the Pacific islands; yet sub­
sistence fishing possessed a logic and a practice that worked effectively in 
meeting the needs and priorities of communal groups. The division of the 
catch, for example, reflected values or concerns that were more social 



"Planning Micronesia's Future" rr3 

than economic.62 Matters affecting seniority, rank, and extended family 

obligations defeated any simple distribution of the catch along lines that 

Americans saw as equitable or fair. Powell concluded, 

In any closely knit community where births, marriages, deathes 

[sic], feasts, epidemics, public holidays and mechanical break­

downs are everyday events, this factor will not improve until 

a great change comes from improved communications, skilled 

mechanics, stocks of engine parts, pressure from social changes 

and eventually the motivation that is so necessary to a full mone­

tary economy to operate. These are all cultural changes which 

no amount of wishful thinking will change quickly.63 

Powell's report hints at fishing as a deep, encompassing social practice 

not easily or quickly made into a business. Michael D. Lieber's recent 

ethnography, More Than a Living: Fishing and the Social Order on a Polyne­

sian Atoll, underscores that point dramatically. Writing about the Poly­

nesian outlier of Kapingamarangi in the Eastern Caroline group, Lieber 

describes a people once possessed of eighty-four different kinds of fishing 

activities ordered through seven distinct techniques ranging from net­

ting, poling, and trolling to the use of weirs; moreover, they could name 

more than 260 separate species of fish that moved through the waters 

about their atoll. More important, fishing for the people of the atoll once 

held deep cosmological significance with the Kapinga word for fishing 

translating as "surfacing the sacred," a phrase indicative of the formerly 

intense relationship between the Kapinga and their gods. 64 

As Lieber notes, the survival of the people of Kapinga was dependent 

upon their relationship with their deities. Political authority rested in the 

organization of the priesthood which, in precolonial times, was the insti­

tution that held the community together. The high priest or di aligi haga­

madego controlled the resources of the island, determined the timing of 

their use, and oversaw their allocation among the community. 65 With 

regard to "surfacing the sacred," this meant that the high priest effec­

tively decided upon the number of canoes to be built, conducted the ritu­

als associated with fishing, set the actual timing of the expeditions, and 

directed the distribution of the catch. The men's clubhouses, led by the 

headman or tomono, served as an intermediary institution between the 

head priest and the larger Kapinga community. 

Lilce most other activities on the island, fishing required the coopera­

tion of the high priest and the tomono. Acting together, these men deter­

mined the ownership of the canoes and the composition of the crews who 
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Men fish ing or surfacing the sacred on Kapingamarangi ,  1 950. 
(Kenneth P. Emory, Bishop Museum) 

worked them. A fisherman's knowledge of the reef derived from his actual 
experience of it which, in turn, depended upon the cordiality of his rela­

tions with the high priest and tomono. The symbolically rich, dense prac­

tice offishing also provided the measure of men on Kapingamarangi: to be 

a good fisherman was to be a good man. A fisherman's career paralleled 

his journey through life and could be construed as a series of concentric, 

expanding circles that radiated from the island toward the horizon. A 

man's ability to move from one circle to the next marked his increasing 

social status as well as his skills as a fisherman. 

If fishing brought people close to the sacred, it also approached a sci­
ence in the mechanics of its practice. Kapinga named, remembered, men­

tally mapped, and thus knew the reefs, shallows, and open ocean areas of 

their environment. 66 Seasonal and climatic variations were observed, 

studied, and noted. The gods proved as variable a category of environ­

mental influence as the wind, currents, tides, and stages of the moon. 

Men trained their sons to observe the regularity in the habitats and habits 

of different ocean creatures so that they might recognize the intervention 

of the gods in the deviations and departures from those observed patterns. 

Given the centrality of fishing to Kapinga society, it is not surprising 

that historical changes in fishing technologies, methods, and larger cos-
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mological beliefs disturbed life on the island. 67  Conversion to Christianity 

and the imposition of colonial rule worked to transform fishing from a 

symbol of social order to a metaphor evoking the disruption brought by 

foreign influences. Lieber writes that initial contacts with Europeans in 

1877 introduced sailcloth, metal hooks, flies, and pliers. These first foreign 

influences had little initial effect; Kapinga preferred their own strategies, 

techniques, and technologies. The arrival ofEuropeans, however, did pre­

sent Kapinga with alternative sources of wealth and power independent 

of the atoll's gods and the priests who were their agents. The consequent 

decline in this cosmological order was exacerbated significantly by the 

establishment of Japanese colonial rule over Micronesia in 1914. A series 

of natural disasters, compounded by the arrival of an aggressive, demand­

ing, and militarily backed Japanese trader bent upon reorganizing the 

nature and purposes of economic activity on the atoll, disturbed life on 

Kapingamarangi in profound ways. 

The cult house was abandoned, Christianity adopted, and a Kapinga 

colony established on the island of Pohnpei, the closest center of Japanese 

administrative authority in the area. These developments broke the link 

between the secular and the sacred in Kapinga society, created a new 

form of government around a king chosen by popular consensus, and 

allowed for a fairly consistent flow of people, goods, and ideas between 

Kapingamarangi and a now much larger, not so easily ordered or under­

stood world. Men's houses also declined as the Protestant Congrega­

tionalist church became more central to life on the island. By 1919, the 

entire hierarchy of constraints emanating from the presence of the gods, 

along with the gods themselves, had been eliminated. 

This cosmological collapse secularized fishing and gave the Kapinga 

greater access to native and nonnative technology. The most dramatic 

change came in canoe ownership. The demise of the priesthood left land­

owners free to control their own trees; this, in turn, made it possible for 

more individuals to make more canoes. Individual and small group fish­

ing became increasingly common by the late 1930s, and at the expense of 

more communal efforts that had once characterized the organization and 

practice of fishing on the island. Later, during the American administra­

tion of the area, the introduction of imported fishing equipment, most 

notably the spear gun and outboard motor, would individualize fishing 

even further on Kapingamarangi. 

Lieber' s ethnography contains within in it a cultural history of fishing 

that examines the disturbance wrought by colonialism on a practice inex­

tricably linked to notions of identity and community on the atoll. The 
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practice of fishing, believes Lieber, is thus intimately linked with and 
deeply reflective of the Kapinga' s view of themselves. Although colonial­
ism and market forces have brought major changes to Kapingamarangi, 
fishing continues as an essentially social activity in support of the 
Kapinga community. The Kapinga's ability to cope with an expanding, 
strange, sometimes hostile world is mirrored in the changes that have 
taken place in their practice of fishing. The centrality of fishing on 
Kapingamarangi proved just how much was at stake in the effort to com­
mercialize what had once been a deep, sacred activity and one that, 
despite the formidable forces of modern colonialism, remains closely liked 
to the notion of community. Development planners had no consciousness 
of such a history in their dealing with a sphere of activity that had once 
been more than a living-and remained, though in reduced form, much 
more than a business. 

Losing Big 

The history of agricultural development in the Trust Territory during 
the 1960s and 1970s parallels that of marine resources.68 All of the con­
sultant reports, experimental programs, overseas training, pest eradica­
tion projects, international assistance, and foreign corporate dabbling 
would not make agriculture a viable sector of the Trust Territory econ­
omy. Only copra production generated any kind of consistent income dur­
ing the 1960s and 1970s, averaging just over $2 million per year in total 
earnings during the two decades. 69 

The exasperation of agricultural specialists was compounded by their 
unmitigated conviction that major economic change was inevitable. A 
survey of agriculture conducted by the United States Department of Agri­
culture in 1975 made the point assertively. An appendix to that report 
entitled "The People" began with a three-sentence history on the simple 
needs, subsistence economy, and communal exchange system that char­
acterized Micronesian societies in precolonial times and that persisted 
into the contemporary period. The authors of the report conceded the 
basic conflicts inherent in the imposition of a money-based economy on a 
subsistence lifestyle. To more liberal-minded individuals who might ask 
why these people could not be left alone, the response was, "They will be 
drawn into a money-based economy no matter what kind of government 
they have in the future. They will be forced to accept, at least to a degree, 
the concept of commercial agricultural production. " 70 

To the dismay of planners, agriculturists, and other officials, the com­
mercial activity for which the people of the islands exhibited the most 
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enthusiasm was the establishment of  small retail stores. As early as  July 

1947, there were rr2 Micronesian-owned businesses .71 In that same year, 

the navy received 129 applications for licenses from Palau and another 

47 from Kosrae. The interest did not subside over the years; by July 1974, 

there were 450 Micronesian-owned businesses licensed and operating in 

the Trust Territory, the vast majority of which were small family retail 

stores. 72 Development specialists tended to view these retail stores as eco­

nomically inconsequential and as indicative of people's blind, senseless 

attraction to Western consumer goods and to their modest, misguided 

understandings of investment, expenditure, and business in general. The 

eventual failure or closure of many of these small retail stores only served 

to indicate how flawed was Micronesians' business sense. This assess­

ment reflected the widely held assumption that when capitalist practices 

were introduced into non-Western cultures, local systems of economy 

disintegrated and the logic that informed them was perversely transferred 

to modern economic practices. 73 

Glenn Petersen provides a cultural explanation for the large number of 

small business failures on Pohnpei that suggests a very different sense of 

economy bound up with prestige-enhancing strategies designed to 

advance the rank and status of the bankrupt store owner. 74 Petersen 

writes of a deep, historical pattern whereby foreign goods and resources 

are incorporated into the island's political economy to serve decidedly 

local goals. Much of this traditional economy focuses on a system of 

intense, competitive feasting whereby groups or individuals vie for merit, 

distinction, and increased status. 75 In these competitive feasts, emphasis 

falls on size, quantity, and expense. Pohnpeians' use of the English lan­

guage phrase "go for broke" marks the intensity of the effort and its costs. 

Those who produce the biggest yams, kava plants, or pigs, or who con­

tribute the largest amounts of material goods ranging from bags of rice, 

canned food, and bolts of cloth to pick-up trucks earn the greatest 

acclaim, often signified by the awarding of a high title. In something 

resembling the potlatch, these feasts speak ultimately to the very mean­

ing of being Pohnpeian. 

Culturally informed, prestige-enhancing strategies manifest them­

selves in other, seemingly more modern areas of life on the island. Focus­

ing on the community of Awak in the northeastern section of the island, 

Petersen writes of stores that have a commercial life span of four to five 

years. 76 These stores open with a flourish, prosper for a while, and even­

tually fade into decline and bankruptcy. The process begins with a loan or 

the sale of a small piece of land, which provides the initial capital forma-
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tion for the opening of the store. The store owner, usually but not always 

a male, then establishes accounts with wholesalers on the island. Ini­

tially, only family members receive credit; other members of the commu­

nity are expected to pay cash for goods purchased. Over time, however, 

credit is extended to more people, with the result that the store owner's 
debt begins to increase significantly. Although the benefactors of this 

extended credit do make payments on their debt, these payments do not 

keep up with the liabilities of the store owner. Wholesalers eventually cut 

off the store owner' s  accounts, and the business has to close. In strict eco­

nomic terms, the store's demise results from the overextension of credit. 

The regularity of this pattern has frustrated business advisors who see the 



"Planning Micronesia's Future" n9 

Feasting at Nan U on Pohnpei, 1 973.  (Trust Territory Archives, Pacific 
Col lection, Un iversity of Hawai' i  Library) 

cure of better fiscal management as obvious, if ignored. Petersen, how­

ever, sees larger cultural dynamics at work. He writes, 

Individuals seek ways of demonstrating prowess and generosity 

over a long period of time, and it turns out that a store is an 

excellent way of doing so. It allows one to lose-while the com­

munity benefits-slowly and publicly. It converts an accumula­

tion of cash into stock and a business that is visible for years. 

The loss itself, then, is the investment; it is converted into 

social gain. 77 

Luhs loud or "losing big" is the phrase Pohnpeians use to refer to the com­

mercial collapse that advances the store owner's standing in the commu­

nity. Petersen concludes that the people of Pohnpei diffuse the pressure to 

develop by diverting foreign dollars and goods through the channels of 

their political economy. In terms of the island's economy, production, 

possession, and distribution are a part of a larger process that cannot be 

easily or neatly separated into capitalistic schemes. With goods moving so 

quickly through the system, there is no time for accumulation; to pro­

duce, writes Petersen, is to distribute. 78 Like Sahlins, then, Petersen sees 
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a process concerned not with capitalist notions of economy but with the 

development or elaboration of local culture. Petersen ultimately reminds 

his readers of the cultural persistence on Pohnpei that seeks to control 

the forces of development through the enhancement of local systems of 

economy. 

The Battle of Map 

The planning literature from the 1960s and 1970s cited tourism as the 

third major area of economic activity through which Micronesia might 

achieve a viable, self-sufficient economy. Roland Force. an anthropologist 

who had worked in Palau, later stated a highly idealized, almost roman­

tic argument for tourism in a UNDP-commissioned study he conducted. 

Force wrote, 

To note with appreciation someone's prized possession is to com­

pliment him. What greater compliment can be paid anyone than 

to appreciate his or her heritage. In the final analysis , tourism is 

a matter of personal relations, of contact bet ween people who are 

brought together on the home territory of one of them. The more 

the guest understands about his host, the more successful will be 

their relationship and ultimately the visit . 79 

Great irony pervaded the argument for the development of tourism in 

Micronesia, however: cultural practices, regarded as the foremost imped­

iment to general commercial development, needed to be enhanced to 

emphasize the exotic and make profitable the different if tourism was to 

flourish. 

An indication of just how extensive were the adjustments required for 

the expansion of tourism comes from a document prepared for a planning 

conl'ercnce held in June 197.3 on Saipan. 8n At the district level. the docu­

ment called for the establishment of tourist commissions and of educa­

tional programs for businessmen, government officials, and other directly 

affected parties and for impact studies, guidebooks, and training pro­

grams in hotel and restaurant skills. Needed also were tax incentives, 

high--priority loans for tourist-related businesses, government financial 

assistance to district tourist commissions, the enhancement of local 

handicraft manufacture, the promotion of cultural and artistic activities 

believed to be of interest to tourists, the maintenance of law and order, 

and the establishment of currency exchanges. Responsibilities at the ter­

ritory-wide level included the establishment of a tourist board or commis­

sion, an extensive marketing and advertising campaign, production and 
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distribution of general promotional materials, the development of effec­
tive record keeping, the creation of land use and zoning regulations, the 
setting of architectural and construction standards, and the passage of 
legislation designed to regulate a host of tourism-related issues ranging 
from the environment to pricing to artifact and site preservation. 

Statistics from the early 1970s seemed encouraging. With direct gov­
ernment assistance beginning in 1968, the average annual increase in vis­
itor entries between 1968 and 1974 was 35 percent.81 A total of 66,017 
visitors entered the Trust Territory in 1975, spending $4,951,275; this 
dollar amount made tourism the most profitable sector of the local econ­
omy for that year.82 These figures proved misleading, however, as the 
Marianas by itself accounted for more than three-quarters of all tourists, 
most of them from Japan. With the withdrawal of the Marianas in that 
same year to become a commonwealth of the United States, tourist num­
bers and dollars for the rest of the Trust Territory dropped by almost half 
for the rest of the decade. 

In a 197 4 public address on the future of tourism in the islands, Chief 
of Tourism for the Trust Territory Mike Ashman tried to survey the social 
dimensions of the industry. Ashman could detect no real problems-bad 
service yes, but no negative trends. Misunderstandings could of course 
arise and did. Tourists' desire for fresh fruits and native foods conflicted 
with many Micronesians' perceptions of papaya as pig feed and bananas 
as low-status food for the poor and impoverished. 83 The accommodations 
available often proved disappointing; most tourists aspired to stay in 
thatched cottages along pristine beaches only to discover cement block 
hotels with hot tin roofs situated along heavily trafficked roads in the mid­
dle of noisy district towns. 

Micronesian attitudes toward tourism varied, and in surprising ways. 
In his address, Ashman told of a chance encounter with a group of Micro­
nesian political leaders in front of the Ala Moana Hotel in Honolulu. An 
advocate of controlled tourism, Ashman asked the members of the dele­
gation if they would like to see something as mammoth as the Ala Moana 
Hotel built in Micronesia. The answer came back "yes"; the big hotel 
seemed an impressive structure, the kind that could provide a substantial 
number of jobs for Micronesians. Ashman then baited the group by ask­
ing if they would like to see their sons and daughters working as bellboys 
and waitresses in such an establishment. The reply was again affirmative; 
"The only people in that hotel that are smiling are the bellboys and wait­
resses. They look happier than the tourists do and probably have more 
money in the bank, too." The politicians' endorsement notwithstanding, 
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Ashman understood the kinds of objections raised by others who likened 
tourism to cultural prostitution and who bemoaned the disturbance to 
the meanings and purposes of traditional activities performed before audi­
ences of tourists . Ashman himself took a more practical approach toward 
the issue, emphasizing the employment and income benefits and the 
chance for young Micronesians no longer interested in the old ways to 
interact with the larger world. To him, Micronesian culture was strong 
and resilient and had been coping with change for centuries. Ashman 
doubted that tourism would "wipe out things which are Micronesian. " 84 

Local reservations over tourism proved deeper, more extensive, and 
more entangled than Ashman's  address suggested. They also demon­
strated the confluence of sometimes conflicting interests that defied sim­
ple categorization or analysis. On Pohnpei, there was stiff opposition to 
a proposal to build a Continental-Travel Lodge Hotel in the district in 
1971 .8 5  The proposal called for the construction of a fifty-unit, Western­
style complex using imported materials and at a cost of approximately 
$30,000 to $50,000 per unit. Writing to the high commissioner in behalf 
of an interim committee created by the then Ponape District Legislature to 
investigate the issue, Santiago Joab ,  the chairman, cited the project 's dis­
ruption to the island's culture and, along more utilitarian and political 
arguments, its failure to involve local people and local resources .  The 
committee believed strongly that the materials and expertise needed to 
build the hotel already existed on the island; moreover, there were a num­
ber of locally owned and operated tourist facilities currently under con­
struction and being funded with loans from the district legislature. Joab 
and the other members of the interim committee concluded that the 
Continental-Travel Lodge Hotel, being such a foreign enterprise in con­
ception, construction, and operation, would have a negative cultural and 
economic effect. "We assume , "  concluded Joab , " that neither the Trust 
Territory government nor Continental would wish to build a hotel in a 
district that strongly opposes it, and therefore ask that you make the nec­
essary arrangements to prevent the hotel from being built . "  A resolution 
passed by the Ponape District Legislature on 4 October 1971 supported 
the findings of the interim committee as relayed to the high commissioner 
by its chairman, Santiago Joab .86 

No district of the Trust Territory, however, was more reluctant to 
engage in tourism development than Yap. Through the 1960s and 1970s, 
Yap consistently registered the lowest visitor counts among the districts 
of the Trust Territory, and not by accident. In 1968 ,  the Yap District 
Legislature passed a resolution that Trust Territory officials regarded as 
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expressive of an antitourism sentiment. William C. Rhyne, the director of 

economic development, commenting on the resolution in a memo to the 

high commissioner, stated that the Yapese would not be troubled by for­

eign entrepreneurs since "private enterprise is not likely to seek to push 

itself into areas where it is not wanted-particularly when there are 

innumerable claimants for attention in the vast underdeveloped areas. "8 7 

Rhyne noted, however, that other areas of economic development were 

limited on Yap and that the people were apparently not content with sub­

sistence living and a barter economy. Rhyne went on to add that if the 

Yapese were unwilling to accept the social and cultural risks that would 

accompany the advent of tourism, he saw no practical method of han­
dling a growing population that sought meaningful work, except through 

migration to areas more inclined toward "progress." 

A serious confrontation developed between the chiefs of the district of 

Map on Yap proper and the Yap Nature Life Garden, Inc. ,  a resort complex 

funded by the Transpacific Development Corporation of Tokyo. 88 The 

confrontation involved land, power, and the role of chiefs in Yapese soci­

ety. On 3 January 1973 ,  the chiefs of Map had drafted and translated into 
English a petition, "To Whatever Legal, Governmental and Other Author­

ities or Persons It May Concern Within and Beyond the District of Yap in 

the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands and to All Who Love Justice. "  The 

presence of the Yap Nature Life Garden was regarded as an "unwelcome 

invasion" that had taken advantage of the people's  hospitality, goodwill, 

and inexperience to establish itself unlawfully on land belonging to the 

villagers of Cho'ol and Wachalab in Map. The petitioners, 168 of the 241 
adults residing in Map, accused the project of usurping lands, displaying 

dictatorial manners in the area, intentionally obscuring the nature and 

extent of its ambitions, and causing inevitable and irreversible injury to 

the pride and customs of the people. The petitioners pledged to take every 

legal step to bring about the early and complete removal of the Yap 
Nature Life Garden from Map, including " all its existing pretensions, pre­

sumptions, foreign personnel and effects. "  

The signers of the petition denied any intent to keep Map and larger 

Yap in a perpetual state of economic stagnation. The welfare of the people 

most definitely required that there be economic improvement, but it had 

to be an improvement locally controlled and free of foreign exploitation. 

Copies of the petition were sent to the high commissioner, the Trust 

Territory economic development officer, the members of the Yapese dele­

gation to the Congress of Micronesia, district officials within Yap itself, 

and the directors of the Yap Nature Life Garden, Inc . ,  and its Japanese par­

ent company. 
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Bound up in this initiative against tourism was a larger attempt by the 

chiefs of Map to reassert control over their lands and against modern 

bureaucratic systems of colonial government. At the same meeting that 

drafted the petition, the leaders of Map gathered together as pilung and 

langanpagel, or as high chiefs and elected officers, to affirm their unity of 

purpose in defending the land they had inherited in trust from their 

fathers. The group constituted itself as the Council of Map and under a 

charter that specified its purpose and procedures. The Preamble to the 

Council of Map Charter read, 

This council is brought together to speak for all of the people of 

Map, so that our will may be made clear; to preserve such things 

that we love, so that we do not forget our centuries; to defend us 

from the piracy of those who covet our land, so that it may be 

lovely still for our children; to nurture us and make us strong, so 

that we may never have to depend upon either the charity or the 

bondage of others, or be forced by weakness to adopt ways that 

will pit us against each other and make us ill at ease; and to work 

together and in trust with our neighbors of the other islands and 

with our friends from afar to make a nation for us in this sweet 

place, where at last we may be free. 

Under its charter, the council was to be convened by the chief magistrate 

of Map or at the request of any of its members. Its decisions were to be 

binding in custom and effective as municipal law when approved by two­

thirds of a quorum which, in turn, was defined as three-fourths of the 

council's membership. The charter authorized the creation of special 

committees to deal with specific issues and acknowledged the need to 

secure the approval of the district and Trust Territory governments for its 

actions. The charter closed by pledging to face with resolve the unfamil­

iar contingencies of this age and the ages to come "so that our home may 

not be vulnerable to the casual invasions of those who do not know our 

hearts or the disloyal speculations of those who do." Among the most 

privileged in a highly stratified, acutely rank-conscious society organized 

around castes, the chiefs of Map, in their self-proclaimed "Battle of Map," 

had struggled against "the sensible predictions of those who do not love 

us enough."89  The Yap Nature Life Garden was eventually required by 

the Trust Territory government to abandon its project and "remove all 

evidence of its intrusion." 

Tourism and the larger agenda of economic development were sensi­

ble predictions, necessary and needed developments to those who advo­

cated them. The Council of Map, expressing itself through the language 
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and idioms of those who ruled over them, offered alternative, equally sen­

sible predictions that sought to counter the forces of development. The 

words "to combat the sensible predictions of those who do not love us 

enough" have a haunting quality to them. There is perhaps no clearer, 

more poetic counterhegemonic statement made publicly and in English 

about local understandings of the discourse of economic development. 

Other and like statements would be pronounced in Yap and elsewhere in 

the Trust Territory. From the Congress of Micronesia, an institution cre­

ated to promote American-style democracy, would emanate criticism of 

development not anticipated or appreciated by the colonial government 

that had created it. The role of the Congress of Micronesia in the history 

of economic development constitutes the subject of the following chapter. 



Chapter 5 

Congressing over Development 

The complex cultural system of which fishing was an integral part on 
Kapingamarangi; the long-standing political economy of Pohnpei, which 
incorporated both local and foreign forms of production into a competi­
tive feasting complex concerned with rank, honor, and status; and the 
deeply embedded relationship of chiefly power, social class, and land 
tenure on Yap provide glimpses of the local histories and cultural envi­
ronments that confronted foreign notions of development. I cite these 
examples to underscore the already established, preexisting systems of 
economy that held different. varying notions of productive activities and 
their purposes. To ask the Kapinga to fish commercially, Pohnpeians to 
farm for profit, or the Yapese to accept complacently the presence of a 
tourist enterprise on their land was to challenge in serious, disruptive 
ways the cultural order of these islands and the histories that had informed 
them. The result of such challenge certainly could involve overt resis­
tance; more often than not, however, local engagements with capitalist 
initiatives were more subtle and complex in their opposition. Domination 
sought through an externally imposed discourse of development also led 
to entangled encounters in which each side attempted, if unequally, to 
appropriate the presence of the other, As in Yap, the struggle with colo­
nial forces that sought extensive change certainly could prove internally 
divisive or exacerbate existing tensions within local societies. 

Micronesians would face the colonizing discourse of development in 
other theaters as well, The Congress of Micronesia stood as the most pub­
lic and prominent of these sites, This chapter examines the varied, con­
tentious, imperfect, conflicting, and sometimes contradictory ways in 
which this brought-together body of island representatives, between the 
years 1965 and 1978 , 1 engaged American democracy through struc­
tures, procedures ,  and processes of government employed to hasten the 
remaking of Micronesians into near-Americans, Considered also is a more 
locally situated form of congressing that took place in the late 1970s over 
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the prohibition of alcohol in Chuuk. Here the discourses around develop­

ment came to include the voices of women who successfully sought to 

counter a serious source of disruption to Chuukese society. Despite the 

patterns of established gender relations on Chuuk and the patriarchal 

biases of a colonial economy, groups of local women took for themselves 

a more prominent, effective role in the construction of public policy. In so 

doing, they demonstrated the ways in which the forces of modernization 

and development might be countered effectively and from a curious 

blending of local and foreign practices . 

Gramsci and Guha in Micronesia 

In his explanation of the exercise of power, the twentieth-century 

Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci argues that domination can occur sym­

bolically as well as materially.2 Control over the natural resources of 

production is often replicated at the level of ideas and through cultural, 

religious, educational, and social forms in which the ideology of the dom­

inant lies deeply enmeshed. From this multidimensional imposition 

emerges hegemony, a domination so total that it affects the fundamental 

worldview and social practices of subjugated peoples. The notion of class 

constituted the locus of Gramsci's analysis; hegemony showed itself most 

clearly in the class structure of a European society that delineated the few 

with power from the many without. According to Gramsci, the ability of 

a privileged class to dominate rested not so much in the use of force or 

coercion, but in the assent of subordinated classes to the circumstances of 

their subjugation; "co-conspirators in their own victimization" is the way 

James C. Scott, borrowing from Gramsci's theory of hegemony and dom­

ination, has described the acquiescence of subordinate classes to their 

domination. 3 

It has proved a quick, relatively easy application of Gramsci' s theory 

of ideological hegemony to colonial situations. Those who colonize can be 

understood as seeking a domination of subjugated peoples that is so 

sweeping as to be ultimately ideological. 4 Certainly, Micronesia's different 

colonizers attempted a remaking of the islands that was near total in its 

aspirations, if not its effects. Such a neat extension of the Gramscian argu­

ment overlooks, however, the ways in which colonial programs were met 

and responded to locally. 5 In so doing, it ignores the consciousness of the 

colonized to the conditions of their domination and thus misses the sub­

tle, complex, varied, and culturally and historically informed ways in 

which subjugated people engage colonialism. 

It requires no great extrapolation of Gramscian analysis to view the 
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creation of the Congress of Micronesia as an instrument of hegemony 

designed to effect the organization of government in ways in their 

mimicry of the principles and procedures of democratic government, 

served America's agenda of domination in the islands. Things proved 

more complicated than this, however. Ranajit Guha, in various publica­

tions that have resulted from his subaltern studies project, has written of 

the ways in which ideological tools and constructs of domination can be 

used by subordinate or subaltern peoples for counterhegemonic pur­

poses . 6 The point is instructive in helping us to understand how efforts at 

hegemony could be deflected through such a seemingly artificial. colo­

nially self-serving creation as the Congress of Micronesia. 

Colonialism needs to be understood as something less than a totally 

efficient, all-consuming process. It can be possessed of contradictions, ten­

sions, and conflicts within itself that dilute its force or make it vulnerable 

to local machinations. In short, we might advance Guha's point a bit by 

arguing that those who seek to dominate can become encumbered by the 

very strategies through which they try to make palatable their presence .  

Though secure in its total control of the islands, the United States found 

itself confronted by trusteeship obligations, international criticism, and 

its own ideology of democratic government for all people. This confluence 

of circumstances eventually resulted in the creation of the Congress of 

Micronesia in 1965 . 7  On the surface of things, the Congress of Micronesia 

seemed but another vehicle to facilitate the Americanization of the islands. 

A closer look reveals that counterhegemonic discourses resonated at 

times from this body and that they evidenced a very shrewd assessment of 

what development, more particularly economic development, was really 

about. 

The Beginnings of the Congress of Micronesia 

The delay with which the United States moved in the area of political 

development resulted in part from local reluctance, even resistance on 

occasion, to the adoption of foreign forms of government. 8 In 194 7, the 

United States Navy created municipal governments, along established 

regional or sectional divisions, within the different island groups or dis­

tricts. These bodies were to be governed by charters and composed of chief 

magistrates and councilmen. The establishment of these municipal coun­

cils met with considerable suspicion especially from local chiefs who won­

dered about the effects of secret ballots and public debate on their own 

powers, The navy found itself in these first efforts at elected government 

forced to accommodate the powers of custom. Under revised procedures, 
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magistrates could be chosen through election, approved simply by right 

of their publicly acknowledged standing as paramount or high-ranking 

chiefs, or selected after consultations involving naval officials and local 

leaders. This earliest selection process tended to confirm the authority of 

chiefs, though the requirements of local government as set by the navy 

ultimately led to the resignation or withdrawal of many chiefs from prac­

tices of governing too alien and at odds with indigenous systems of rank 

and power. In 1949, the navy sought to advance the process of local gov­

ernment by creating district congresses on each of the islands, though 

with limited powers and responsibilities. 9 

While individual islands struggled with the organization of local gov­

ernment, the navy and later the Department oflnterior sponsored leader­

ship conferences with representatives from each of the six districts of the 

Trust Territory. From these first territory-wide gatherings of island lead­

ers, there developed the Inter-District Advisory Committee, which met 

once each year to advise the high commissioner on issues of policy. In 

1961 this committee reconstituted itself into the Council of Micronesia. 

Taking themselves more seriously than the Trust Territory administra­

tion intended, the members of the Council of Micronesia envisioned cre­

ating a legislative body for the islands that would actually possess the 

power to govern. In the promotion of this event, members of the council 

considered drafting a Bill of Rights, queried the high commissioner about 

lifting the existing ban on foreign investment in the islands, and chal­

lenged the two-tiered salary schedule in the Trust Territory, which 

favored expatriate workers over Micronesian employees. 10 Pressures to 

create a Congress of Micronesia thus had their genesis within as well as 

beyond the islands. 

Chartered by Secretarial Order number 2882 issued on 28 September 

1964 by U.S. Secretary of the Interior Stewart L. Udall, the Congress of 

Micronesia was modeled after the bicameral structure of the United States 

Congress with proportional representation in a General Assembly and 

with each of the six districts electing two members to a House of Dele­

gates. I I The term of office for members of the House of Delegates was set 

at four years; members of the General Assembly sat for two years. The 

names of these two legislative bodies were later changed to the Senate 

and the House of Representatives, respectively. As initially constituted, 

the Congress was to serve as a body of advice and consent with only a 

small portion of the territory's funding to allocate and little or no effective 

governing power. Any legislation passed by the Congress of Micronesia 

was subject to final veto by the high commissioner. Limits on congres-
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sional powers were compounded by the requirements to work under the 

745-page law code of the Trust Territory and to abide by legislative regu­

lations governing quorums, conferences, resolutions, votes, committee 

reports, protocols of address. the introduction of bills, the rules of debate, 

and budget authorizations and appropriations. 

To all appearances, the Congress of Micronesia seemed severely con­

strained by the conditions placed upon its activities and jurisdiction. Cre­

ated by and designed to serve the interests of the United States, the Con­

gress of Micronesia might easily be construed as a body or ''mimic-men" 

in V. S. Naipaul's sense of the word. Their language, procedures, meth­

ods, and purpose all seemed to support and reflect the larger agenda of a 

Micronesia being remade yet again by its latest colonial overlord. It is . 

however, a more accurate assessment to view the Congress of Micronesia 

as a body attempting to co-opt the language and institutions of colonial 

domination for more local purposes and objectives. Mimicry there cer­

tainly was, but mimicry that Homi Bhabha describes as unsettling to 

colonial authorities in its "almost the same but not quite" features . 1 2  

Although modeled closely after the United States Congress, the Con­

gress of Micronesia could be deceptive, even subversive in its hybridity. 

The localized cultures and histories that informed its operation created 

critical distinctions and crucial differences that made it exasperating for 

those who expected an exact duplication, a mirror image, an eminently 

manageable mock legislative body that would serve the dominant inter­

ests of the larger political system that had created it. To be sure, the mem­

bers of the first Congress of Micronesia came to their elected positions 

privileged by varying circumstances that included chiefly rank or sup­

port, relatively high levels of education, an advanced and distinguishing 

competency in the English language, success in commercial endeavors, 

and previous work experience provided through positions of standing 

within the Trust Territory government. Many of these men would 

become prominent In the local governments that replaced the Trust Ter­

ritory administration after 1986 .  Amata Kabua and Tosiwo Nakayama 

served as the first presidents of the Republic of the Marshall Islands and 

the Federated States of Micronesia, respectively. John Mangefel of Yap 

and Sasauo Haruo of Chunk, who later changed his last name to 

Gouland, were elected governors of their island states. Dwight Heine of 

the Marshalls and Roman Tmetuchl of Palau proved themselves to be 

adroit politicians and skillful negotiators in their island republics. 

Although some might describe them, and correctly. as an emerging elite, 

their efforts also need to be understood as affected by a host of personal 
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relationships, kinship obligations, ethnic loyalties, private ambitions, and 

localized politics and rivalries. Micronesia's representatives knew there 

was no Micronesia. They also understood that they would have to deal 

with each other and with the administering authority through a colonial 

structure, especially in areas involving power and money. Their willing­

ness to engage each other as Micronesians and largely through the lan­

guage of the colonizer evidenced what Pierre Bourdieu would call a prac­

tical encounter with the social and economic conditions of their 

predicament.13 In Micronesia, the weapons of the weak would come, in 

part, from the arsenal of the strong. 

Planning First 
There are ethnographies of power, style, negotiation, and language 

that need to be written around the different forms of government, colonial 

and indigenous, in Micronesia. In the absence of such needed ethnogra­

phies, I concern myself with the more modest but still insightful consider­

ation of the Congress' public engagement with the discourse of develop­

ment. Indeed, economic development and the politics surrounding it 

proved a major focus of the criticism emanating from the Congress of 

Micronesia during its fourteen-year existence. A major point of leverage 

for the Congress resulted from its willingness to consider seriously what 

for the American administration had become largely a matter of self-jus­

tifying rhetoric. Understanding the social dimensions involved in general 

development projects, the Congress of Micronesia sought to create struc­

tures that provided local input into the development planning being car­

ried out in the islands. The effort began modestly enough but soon devel­

oped an assertiveness about it. 

The members of the Congress of Micronesia initially acquiesced to the 

logic that development planning could best be accomplished by outside 

specialists, but they were insistent upon their right to comment and 

advise. Trust Territory government officials touted the 1966 plan pre­

pared by Nathan and Associates as something ultimately necessary, 

appropriate, and desirable for Micronesia's future. Members of the Con­

gress responded by asking for the specifics of implementing this plan. 

Speaking in vague, somewhat evasive terms, High Commissioner William 

Norwood, in an address to the third regular session of the Second Congress 

of Micronesia on 12 July 1967, said that the Nathan Plan had made pol­

icy recommendations and set guidelines: "But if it is to become more than 

just another expensive, dust-gathering study, we must use it." 14 It was 

not a perfect plan, conceded Norwood; he doubted the advisability of 
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allowing non-Micronesians to own land or perrnitung the large-scale 

importation of low-cost foreign labor. Norwood called for a broad, toler­

ant understanding of what economic development entailed and the 

promise that it held for the future of the Islands. By 1969 ,  however, 

patience with the planning process had begun to wear thin. Rep. Sasauo 

Haruo ofChuuk, during ihe second regular session of the Third Congress, 

expressed the sentiment that there should be development and not simply 

development planning. John Mangefel of Yap noted that there were all 

kinds of plans, but none were being implemented . Chutomu Nimwes of 

Chuuk asked if Micronesians were really satisfied with the plans offered, 

and Ekpap Silk of the l\ifarshalls thought Micronesians, not foreign experts 

unfamiliar with the islands and atolls. should do their own planning.1 5 

A further indication of the growing disillusionment with the Trust 

TerrHory government's  efforts in development planning was evidenced in 

early I97I with the introduction of House Joint Resolution 14 requesting 

ihe high commissioner to explore the possibilities of involving the World 

Bank, its affiliated agencies, and the United Nations in the economic 

development of Micronesia. 1 6  House Joint Resolution 75 ,  introduced by 

Rep. Charles Domnick of the Marshalls in January 1972 ,  specifically 

invited the United Nations Development Programme into the planning 

process. 1 7 In explaining his resolution, Domnick noted that large sums of 

money from a limited budget had been appropriated for various economic 

studies and with little result to date. Domnick believed the UNDP could 

assist the planning process with considerably more efficiency and at less 

cost than those hired or commissioned by the Trust Territory govern­

ment. Congress' desire for greater control over the planning process 

informed these efforts to recruit more neutral development agencies 

whose immediate loyalties and obligations would lie with the body that 

contracted their services. 

The Congress' search for expertise outside the Trust Territory and 

beyond the direct influence of the United States continued over the next 

several years. House Resolution 15 ,  introduced in 1974 during the first 

special session of the Fifth Congress of Micronesia, requested the high 

commissioner to seek UNDP assistance in establishing indicative plan­

ning figures for the Trust Territory. 18 Reflecting a growing consensus 

within both houses of Congress, a special committee report filed the next 

year cited the lack of local planning as the most serious obstacle to eco­

nomic development in the Trust Territory. 19  In 1 975 , the Congress of 

Micronesia passed Public Law 6-56 ,  which mandated the submission of a 

five-year indicative development plan to be drafted with the assistance of 
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the United Nations Development Programme and submitted for congres­

sional review and approval.2° The motivation for turning to the UNDP 

could be heard in a 1977 speech given by Rep. Ataji Balos. The represen­

tative from the Marshalls called the record of the U.S. Department of the 

Interior in the area of economic development "dismal." Balos believed 

that part of the problem lay with those who had been recruited to direct 
economic development, both in Washington and at Trust Territory head­

quarters. 

Under the keepership of the Department of the Interior, Micro­

nesia has for decades continued to suffer so-called advisers, 

consultants, and experts whether we want them or not. Many 

have good intentions. However, in most cases, they are inept 

and useless. Others have actually done great harm to the 
present and future course of Micronesian development. These 

are the theorists, the intellectuals, the Ph.D. biologists, and 

anthropologists who do nothing but make feasibility studies 

and produce nothing but reports . . . .  We do not need theories, 

research or needless studies. We require solid business funda­

mentals. We require development planning, funding, and 
financing of and for business.21  

Despite the general interest within the Congress for soliciting interna­

tional expertise, not everyone in the Congress was convinced that the 
UNDP offered real and meaningful assistance. John Mangefel doubted 

that the involvement of foreign development agencies would advance the 

economy of the islands or even give Micronesians a greater voice in the 

process. As early as 1971, Mangefel saw UNDP involvement in the Trust 
Territory as but another duplication of effort, another resort to bureau­

cratic layering.22 Rep. Roman Tmetuchl of Palau wondered about the rel­

evancy of so many development plans and proposals when basic skills, it 

seemed to him, were needed most. The Solomon Report, the increasing 

number of Peace Corps volunteers in the islands, and an American edu­

cational system all suggested to Tmetuchl that the real process afoot was 
not economic development but Americanization.23 Amata Kabua, presi­

dent of the Senate, offered a more pessimistic assessment of the situation 

in his remarks at the opening of the second regular session of the Fourth 
Congress of Micronesia in January 1972. Kabua noted that the number of 

studies on economic development was exceeded only by the number of 

speeches on economic development.24 

The adoption of a five-year indicative development plan and the host of 
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sectoral studies commissioned in support of it appeared to make little dif­
ference. Despite the promise of more independent assistance, the UNDP 
specialists showed themselves no more adept or skilled than the planners 
who had preceded them. [n early 1978.  Rep. Chuji Chutaro of the Mar­
shalls expressed concern ihat none of the plans or reports produced by the 
UNDP had yet been implemented. In fact, a number of the plans had 
caused friction between the education and public health departments 
within his home district. Dwight Heine seconded Chutaro's reservations, 
expressing doubts about the UNDP's ability to solve development prob­
lems or issues in the Marshalls.25 Heine also thought the UNDP had 
enough money of its own and really did not need funding from the Con­
gress of Micronesia to carry out its mission. Kasuo Isisaki added his con­
cerns about the continuing use of specialist and experts in the develop­
ment process. The congressman from Kosrae publicly urged the high 
commissioner to be more discriminating in evaluating the qualifications, 
even the necessity, of development experts including those with the Uni­
ted Naiions.26 Isisaki concluded by saying there were too many experts, 
too few developments, and too much confusion. 

Consciousness and Criticism in the Conwess of Micronesia 

The gradual disillusionment with planning reflected a larger and ear­
lier critique of economic development that emanated from the Congress of 
Micronesia. Taking the need for development seriously and at face value, 
Amata Kabua criticized the handling of Micronesia' s  economy in a speech 
given at the closing of the Second Congress on 6 August 1968. Kabua 
complained of the islands' subjugation to a "succession of unskilled, 
unqualified, inept and disinterested administrative personnel'' who were 
patronizing to an offensive degree.27 Despite more than two decades of 
American administration, economic development in the Trust Territory 
amounted to nil. American complaints about Micronesian laziness and 
apathy were nothing but excuses contradicted by the talents, skills, and 
courage that had been used to discover, settle, and survive in the islands. 
Looking eastward, Kabua found no comfort in continental American his­
tory where native Americans had been removed from their lands and 
confined to squalid reservations. American Blacks , in Kabua's mind, had 
been emancipated from forced labor only to be enslaved anew in urban 
ghettos .  In the Pacific, Kabua looked to avoid the fate of Native Hawaiians 
who, to his way of thinking, had been reduced to the status of professional 
entertainers in their homeland. In light of America's failures ,  Kabua later 
offered his own hard prescription for economic development that 
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included tax laws, a revised salary schedule for Micronesian workers, 

merit incentives for government employees, more funding for fisheries 

and agricultural development, a plan to stimulate foreign investment, 

guidelines for improved health and environmental programs, and a pro­

posal for the return of public lands to Micronesians.28 

Kabua' s criticisms were echoed by other members of the Congress in 

subsequent sessions. On 25 August 1970, Sasauo Haruo, during the Third 

Congress' third regular session, denounced the poor economic develop­

ment planning that had done nothing to prevent the exploitation of Micro­

nesia's vital marine resources by foreigners. Haruo, as he would through­

out his congressional career, pointed to the burdens of administrative 

costs, an incompetent bureaucracy, and the Trust Territory govern­

ment's near-total control over budget matters as the causes of the dismal 

state of economic development in the islands. Heinrich Iriarte of Pohnpei 

and Hans Williander of Chuuk spoke the following day and from a per­

spective that underscored the political dimensions to the issue of develop­

ment. Iriarte advocated independence as the most appropriate status to 

secure freedom, pride, and self-respect; he, like Haruo, saw the salaries 

paid to American expatriate workers as a severe drain on the precious 

monies available for development in Micronesia. Noting the bleak history 

of exploitation and domination that formal colonialism had brought to 

Micronesia, Hans Williander argued for a small-scale form of develop­

ment more appropriate to an island area such as Micronesia. 29 

Representatives from the poorest, most heavily populated district 

within the Trust Territory, Williander and Haruo continued their criti­

cism of what they saw as the deep political agenda behind economic 

development. America, stated Williander in August 1972, came to Micro­

nesia not as developer, but as conqueror, exploiter, and oppressor. The 

experiences of people in Puerto Rico, Hawaii, Guam, and American 

Samoa were testament enough to this. 30 Haruo likened the Trust Terri­

tory administration's program for economic development to an inflated 

puffer fish: large, ugly, thorny, and dangerous.3 1 He went on to describe 

the economy as in a jumbled, confused, and bleak state, suffering from a 

lack of continuity, direction, and commitment; all this was compounded 

by bureaucratic lethargy, a plethora of inappropriate programs, and a 

general disregard for quality and consequences. Haruo added that 

Micronesians, despite the artificiality of their nation, belonged far more to 

each other than to the United States. 

Tosiwo Nakayama of Chuuk, Kabua's successor as president of the 

Senate, possessed a vision of Micronesia's economic future that stood in 
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marked contrast to prescriptions of development planners and consul­

tants . Addressing a gathering of island leaders from the Upper Mortlocks 

on 1 3  July 1973 ,  Nakayama remarked on the ways in which Microne­

sians had been led by outsiders to believe they had little to develop. 

Nakayama called these outside experts liars who were trying to hide the 

true worth and potential of Micronesia's resources from its people: "They 

tell us we have nothing to gain from the land, and practically nothing to 

gain from the sea. These people are a bunch of liars. They lie; they fool 

us . . . .  In Japan, they bottle and sell Fuj iyama air. Things will change. 

Air will become very precious. Sunshine might become like medicine. " 32 
Bottled air and sunshine-here was a very distinctive sense of economic 

resources that flew in the face of conventional expertise and the limita­

tions that expertise attempted to impose on Micronesian peoples. their 

imagination, and their futures. 

For Nakayama. the impediments to development lay within as well 

as beyond the islands. In an address to the Senate earlier in 1973. the 

Chuukese leader spoke of a cultural intimidation so deep that Microne­

sians were made to feel ashamed of their laws, customs. traditions .  and 

cultures . 33  Micronesians, argued Nakayama, were in danger of losing the 

ability to do things for themselves. Nakayama also pointed to the involve­

ment of '' ignorant men" who thought their ways were better than those 

of Micronesians. It was time, said Nakayama, for Micronesians to work, 

stop complaining, lay the foundations for a strong government and econ­

omy, and cooperate with other Micronesians. Although there were con­

tradictions within Nakayama's position. his attitude evidenced a decid­

edly different view of economic development, a view of development as 

a way in which Micronesians might prove their worth io dominant 

groups of foreigners in ways ihat those foreigners would understand and 

at the same time restore to themselves their independence and self-respect 

as a people. 

Bureaucracy, the most immediate instrument of American colonial 

control and domination for most of the islands, bothered others in the 

Congress. Rep. Timothy Olkeriil of Palau complained about the bureau­

cracy that crippled more local and immediate efforts to address develop­

ment concerns. In an address before the House of Representatives on 8 

February 1973 ,  Olkeriil noted that the Economic Development Loan 

Fund, established by the Trust Territory government in 1963 to provide 

funding for local projects, had become hampered in its operations and 

effectiveness by too much red tape at the top; "It appears to me a sign of 

the times: progress ,  rules, regulations, requirements, and paperwork." Six 
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days later, Olkeriil spoke about the United States' deliberate refusal to 

honor its obligation to develop Micronesia economically in favor of a 
more deliberate promotion of consumerism that made Micronesians 

increasingly dependent upon the United States. Sasauo Haruo seconded 

Olkeriil's assessment in a speech given on the House floor on 26 February 

1973. Haruo noted that thirteen years of steadily increasing appropria­

tions from Washington had served only to fatten the bureaucracy. 34 

Despite this increased funding, money for economic development 

remained insufficient and inappropriately allocated. The Department of 

Resources and Development lacked imagination; too much time, effort, 

and money were being spent on experimental programs in agriculture 

and marine fisheries. Efforts to circumvent bureaucratic requirements 

could actually create additional bureaucracy. Congress' attempts to 

appropriate money directly to the district governments for local fisheries 

projects were hampered by a six-month delay during which Trust Terri­

tory government officials drafted regulations governing the management 

of the projects and the reporting of expenditures. Infrastructure lan­
guished, while a continuing Trust Territory government prohibition on 

foreign investment denied the islands the capital vitally needed to develop 
and progress. 

As negotiations over the future political status of Micronesia intensi­

fied, so too did criticisms of the Trust Territory administration from mem­
bers of the Congress of Micronesia. On 1 July 1975, Haruo again delivered 

a highly critical assessment of economic development in Micronesia. 
Haruo thought that America's strategic colonialism explained the lack of 

progress in this area.3 5  He asked why it had taken so long for the Micro­

nesian Development Bank, created by congressional legislation more 

than a year earlier, to begin operation. Why had legislation petitioning 
for membership in the Asian Development Bank hit a snag? Why was the 

United States so resistant to calls for local taxes on American military per­

sonnel and installations in the Trust Territory? Why had there been no 

assistance from the United States in the Law of the Sea negotiations? Why 
had it taken thirty years to finally open Micronesia to foreign investment? 

The answers to all of these questions, believed Haruo, had to do with the 
primacy of American military interests in the islands. 

Dreaming the Future 
The issues at stake in the discourse of economic development could 

find expression in novel ways. On 21 August 1970, Rep. Charles Domnick 

of the Marshalls addressed the third regular session of the Third Congress 
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of Micronesia about a dream he had had concerning the islands' future. 3 6  

In his dream, Domnick beheld a vigorous economy driven by American 
money, protected by American laws and bureaucratic regulations ,  and 
beyond Micronesians' control. Every home had a television set on which 
families could watch ne·,Ns reports ofriots in Micronesian schools. Debates 
among family members over which channel to watch led to the purchase 
of second sets. Individual family members could now move between the 
different rooms of their large, comfortable houses, depending upon their 
viewing preference. But these were the privileged few, the elite of a 
Micronesian society who had somehow managed to find comfortable 
niches for themselves in a more general process of displacement. Most 
Micronesian lived in shanty towns easily identified by their squalid 
appearance. 

In Domnick's dream, these shanty towns or Micronesian gheUos had a 
transient quality; they could be torn down or moved quickly depending 
upon the overriding American security interests in the different M.icro­
nesian islands. Television commercials showing well-dressed Americans 
had dramatically changed Micronesian tastes and introduced in power­
ful, irresistible ways the idea and practice of material consumption. The 
whole of Micronesian life had become commoditized. Rents for land 
and housing had skyrocketed beyond the means of average or ordinary 
Micronesians, 

Micronesia had become like Hawai' i  or, more accurately, like the 
images of Hawai'i and larger Polynesia promoted by an American-domi­
nated tourist industry. The only feasts now celebrated in Micronesia were 
carried out at tourist hotels for the amusement of foreign visitors who, in 
addition to viewing the bastardized spectacle, ate Polynesian food, drank 
exotic tropical drinks, and listened to Hawaiian tunes strummed on uku­
leles. The forests on the larger islands had been cleared to make room for 
rice and sugar plantations run by businesses operating out of Hawai'i . 
Temporary workers were brought in to work on ihe plantations because 
foreign entrepreneurs and businessmen held Micronesians to be lazy and 
indifferent toward the hard economic values of thrift, productivity. and 
efficiency. The better-educated, bureaucratic elite among Micronesians 
held cocktail parties. talked about appliances, worried over the trouble­
some, rebellious behavior of their younger children, and wondered why 
their older, college-aged children seemed so reluctant to return home 
upon completing their degrees . For those youth less academically 
inclined, there were only servile, demeaning jobs in a tourist industry that 
had come to dominate Micronesians and to drastically alter Micronesian 
identity or, at least, outsider understandings of that identity. 
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Charles Domnick dreamed of his son as a baggage handler and tour 
guide at one of the major tourist hotels. In his dream, he visited the hotel 

where his son worked and was quickly approached by the doorman, who 

directed him to the service entrance at the rear of the hotel where all 

Micronesian workers entered and exited the premises. "I guess he mistook 
me for one of the workers," said Domnick, "because not very many Micro­

nesians went to the hotels except to work." Domnick' s dream, then, was 
one of development and dispossession-legally justified, bureaucratically 

regulated, and commercially driven by foreign, essentially inaccessible 

and hence uncontrollable forces. Agreements of free association had 

given way to territorial commonwealths and ultimately to total absorp­

tion by the United States. What made this view of Micronesia's future so 
horrific was a memory within Domnick's dream, a memory of earlier, 

once-considered alternatives to development that had promised greater 

self-determination and independence. 

Four years later, Timothy 011<:eriil described a nightmare and a day­

dream to colleagues meeting during the first special session of the Fifth 

Congress of Micronesia in August 1974.3 7  Olkeriil's nightmare was one of 
political disunity and the consequent vulnerability it brought to the dif­
ferent island groups of Micronesia. In his nightmare, Olkeriil saw the 

Marianas and the Marshalls as incorporated territories of Guam, while 

the islands of Pohnpei, Chuuk, and Yap formed a loose association with 

no real central government. The resources and general economy of this 

loose federation deteriorated, thus leaving the people to subsist as best 
they could. Micronesia as a distinct entity had disappeared. Huge foreign 

banking and commercial interests had a stranglehold over all the dis­
tricts, while the United States military ruled its preserves. Third-country 

nationals replaced Americans as technical and administrative personnel; 
unpopular but needed, they built their own small economic empires at 

the expense of local Micronesian peoples. Well-trained, capable Microne­

sians left their islands to be absorbed into the economic mainstream of the 
United States; the almighty dollar and the almighty yen had induced 

Micronesians to sell almost all their available land to foreigners. In 
Olkeriil's nightmarish vision, Micronesians joined their Hawaiian broth­

ers and sisters as exploited, oppressed, and diminished people. 

Olkeriil's other dream, his daydream, involved a strong, united Micro­

nesian nation comprising the six major districts. It was a model Pacific 

nation, a neutral state with an initial protective treaty with the United 
States to provide for its security and defense. At the conclusion of the 

thirty-year period of that treaty, Olkeriil dreamed, the treaty or compact 

was terminated, and the various military leases over Micronesian land 
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and water were not renewed. This new Micronesia was no longer depen­

dent on U.S. government monies, but had a viable, self-sufficient econ­

omy based on marine and coconut products, ocean mining, and con­

trolled tourism. The nation's duty-free status helped it to become a major 

financial center of the Pacific, with a progressive economy directed by 

Micronesians themselves .  

What emerges from both Domnick's  and Olkeriil' s  dreams is a series of 

associations that suggest the totality of the process called economic devel­

opment and the stakes involved. The more ethnographically inclined 

among us might be led to examine the role of dreaming as a source of 

knowledge and power in different Micronesian societies. In these two 

cases, we might remember as well the writings of Homi Bhabha and 

Ranajit Guha and the ways in which mimicry and the co-opting of foreign 

ideas and practices make possible expressions of resistance. 

Differing over Development 
Throughout its fourteen-year history, the Congress of Micronesia 

sought to assert control over the process of economic development 

through a series of legislative initiatives. There resulted joint resolutions 

that criticized the ineptness of the Trust Territory government' s  Depart­

ment of Resources and Development; that asked for the removal of pro­

tective tariffs on marine products and other Micronesian goods imported 

into the United States; and that sought formal association with regional 

agencies and bodies concerned with common approaches to economic 

development. Such efforts did have some success. Pressure from the 

Congress of Micronesia in the form of resolutions, press releases and pub­

lic speeches contributed to the removal of the ,-,� •Ju,w ,,c,- .. on foreign 

investment in the islands as announced by Secretary of the Interior 

Rogers Morton in 197  4. 

Other measures established economic planning and development 

authorities at the district level, expanded the power of district economic 

development boards, and endeavored to expedite the development of 

infrastructure and transportation facilities .  The Congress of Micronesia 

passed legislation that created district fisheries offices: that funded a host 

of development projects in agriculture, tourism, marine fisheries ,  and 

vocational education; and that gave responsibility for the collection and 

marketing of copra to district governments, thus increasing revenues to 

local producers by eliminating the fees charged by private firms, Tax 

exemptions were granted certain Micronesian businesses, while other 

bills provided tax relief for local harvesters of copra and trochus shell. A 
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Micronesian Development Bank was authorized to manage locally and 
more effectively the funds appropriated by the United States Congress to 
the Economic Development Loan Fund. The Congress of Micronesia also 
established foreign investment boards in each of the districts and levied 
taxes on nonessential items as a way to limit consumption, promote 
import substitution, and generate local revenues. One of the Congress' 
more notable accomplishments was the passage of a 1977 law that pro­
vided for the establishment of a 200-mile economic zone and the regula­
tion of all commercially exploitable marine resources within it.3 8  

The Congress' general willingness to engage critically the question of 
economic development did not diminish the massive dimensions of social 
transformation that development entailed. Serious reservations about the 
social costs of development did exist within the Congress. What, then, of 
the distinctive and varied ways in which some Micronesian elected lead­
ers expressed their doubts about an alien order of living in the world intri­
cately tied up with capitalist notions of productivity and measurement? 
What were the cultural metaphors that expressed their consciousness, 
their ideologies if you will, of the tremendous social change that economic 
development threatened? An examination of the public record of the Con­
gress of Micronesia affords a number of crucial glimpses. 

On 31 July 1967, Sen. Francis Nuuan of Yap spoke before the third reg­
ular session of the Congress of Micronesia on Senate Bill 49, a measure 
requiring persons subject to income taxes, fees, or other legal charges to 
maintain accurate records of their transactions. 39 Nuuan argued that a 
lot of people in Micronesia couldn't sign their names, let alone keep accu­
rate and current business records. Nuuan thought it was too early in 
Micronesia's development for a bill such as this. He felt several more years 
would be required before affected citizens of the islands could satisfy the 
requirements of this law. The objection might seem a petty one against 
the larger concerns of political autonomy and economic self-sufficiency, 
but it nonetheless indicated the very different skills, behaviors, values, 
and attitudes that Micronesians were being asked to accept and adopt. 

The issue of definition was a real and troubling one for Rep. Polycarp 
Basilius of Palau. Basilius asked his fellow congressmen in 1977 about the 
meaning and relevance of such terms as "self-reliance," "self-sufficiency," 
and "dependence."40 Basilius also expressed concern about the very par­
ticular historical origins of development models being applied in 
Micronesia and about the appropriateness of the criteria against which 
economic progress was being evaluated. Basilius' concerns reflected the 
kinds of larger epistemological doubts that had been raised earlier and 
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repeatedly by John Mangefel. Back in 1972, Mangefel had spoken publicly 
of his frustration in translating concepts such as "fiscal year" into 
Y apese. 41 In a telling phrase that summed up the issues at hand, Mangefel 
noted that Micronesia was a young nation made up of old peoples who 
had inhabited the islands for centuries, if not millennia. Three years later, 
in February 1975, Mangefel spoke against a bill to establish a mortgage 
law for the Trust Territory. 42 The Y apese representative expressed strong 
reservations about the effects of mortgages and foreclosure proceedings 
on a communal land tenure system such as existed among his home 
islands. 

Throughout his career in the Congress of Micronesia, Mangefel 
showed himself to be the most adept and adroit commentator on the clash 
of cultural systems and practices that resulted from the proposition that 
was economic development in American Micronesia. Mangefel' s most 
humorous and effective critiques of the American administration were 
delivered through a series of public letters to and from his mythical cousin 
Ngabchai; more often than not, these letters were given their first public 
exposure during sessions of the Congress of Micronesia. Mangefel read the 
first in this extended series of letters on 26 February 1976.43 The now sen­
ator from Yap introduced Ngabchai as a young Yapese man in his early 
twenties who was majoring in anthropology and psychology at a univer­
sity "somewhere between the east and west coasts of the continental 
United States." He explained his cousin's decision of a major as motivated 
by the recognition of the need for an indigenous anthropologist to explain 
some of the strange, often unnatural habits and behaviors of Americans. 
A strong, poignant counterethnography thus wove its way through 
Mangefel' s humorous, seemingly benign narrative. 44 

Ngabchai, or Mangefel, wrote of the Americans as ingenious people 
who had developed a new category of weather condition called "smog." 
Though not pleasant, it seemed to be popular, as almost all American 
cities now experienced it. Ngabchai, however, recommended against Yap's 
adoption of smog as a new weather pattern because it was extremely 
expensive to create and maintain. Ngabchai commented that Americans 
seemed to have an unhealthy interest in sex and violence, treated their 
enemies better than their allies, and, as evidenced by the Watergate scan­
dal, had a penchant for secret activities that ran counter to their claims to 
be an open, democratic society. 

Ngabchai also noted problems that Americans had in understanding 
non-Western peoples and in determining what was and was not primi­
tive. In one of Ngabchai's anthropology courses, a professor called the 
Yapese "primitive" and then proceeded over the next three classes to 
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An older John Mangefel at h is inauguration as governor of Yap on 

8 January 1 979 .  (Micronesian Reporter, 26, 4 [ 1 978]; Trust Territory 

Archives, Pacific Col lection,  Un iversity of Hawai ' i  Library) 

corne to grips with the land tenure system. in Yap. The professor never did 

corne to an explanation of the complexities of the system. which, to 

Ngabchai, was just as well "since we don't want non-Yapese to really 

understand it anyway." Ngabchai thought that Americans had a very 

distorted view of Yapese based on the 1952 film. His Majesty O 'Keefe, 

which starred Burt Lancaster "as the Great White Father of Stone Money, 

and a cast of hundreds of dark-skinned Hollywood extras running up and 

down a sandy beach (probably somewhere in Malibu), dressed in out­

landish and very un-Yapese costumes, yelling 'uga, uga."' Writing in 

1976, the year of the American bicentennial, Ngabchai cornrnented that 

it seemed quite odd to him. that among the indigenous people who had 

greeted the Pilgrims nearly four hundred years ago, there was no cele­

bration of America's two-hundredth birthday as a nation; the young 

Yapese anthropologist concluded that there rnust be a lesson for the peo­

ple of Yap in this fact. 

There is in Mangefel' s prose a purposeful distancing that worked to 

shield Yap and things Yapese from. the reach of an alien, aggressive, self-
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serving cultural order. In many ways, the Congress of Micronesia can be 

seen as a theater in which men endeavored to mimic the ways of those 

who governed and controlled them. In these performances lay less than 

complete or satisfying reassurances for Americans that the people they 
called Micronesians were changing in ways they were supposed to. In 

these performances could often be found varying subplots designed to dif­

fuse, subvert or manipulate hegemonic structures and practices for more 

locally appropriate and meaningful ends that involved cultural identity 

and survival. We must be careful, though, about making a trope of heroic 

resistance among those called Micronesians in their encounters with 

powerful and alien systems of knowing, being, producing, and control­

ling. The responses to the agenda of economic development in the Carol­

ine, Mariana, and Marshall Islands were layered, deep, and complex. Colo­

nialism had made Micronesia and had brought together different peoples 

as Micronesians. There could and did exist tension among the colonized 

as well as between colonizer and colonized. Micronesians could and did 

struggle with each other as well as with those who purported to rule 

over them. 

John Mangefel, for example, wondered why members chose to wear 

neckties on the floor. What kind of choke hold did American patterns 

of dress have on the bodies and minds of Micronesia's representatives? 

Before the second regular session of the Sixth Congress in early 1976, 

Mangefel marveled at the way members of the Congress could be at once 
busy and unproductive. The problem, thought Mangefel, lay in the defin­

ition of the word "busy." Reading, laughing, talking, joking, debating, 

making speeches, and chewing betel nut constituted activities that could 

be construed as busy, mused Mangefel. The real question was whether or 

not Micronesia's representatives considered being productive to have a 

place in their applied definition of busy. Mangefel noted ruefully that as of 

the thirtieth day of that session, the Congress had passed and sent to the 

high commissioner only five bills. By comparison, the second regular ses­

sion of the Fourth Congress of Micronesia, which had convened in Jan­

uary 1972, had by the thirtieth day of its session approved and sent to the 

high commissioner a total of sixteen bills. 45 

Mangefel thought that Micronesians believed too much in the efficacy 

of imitation. Looking around the floor in July I 9 76, the Yapese congress­

man noticed the beads of perspiration trickling down the faces and backs 

of his colleagues as they sat in layers of clothes designed "to keep men 
warm in South Dakota-not in the South Pacific."46 Attempting to 

explain this phenomenon, Mangefel thought back to the coming of the 

first Europeans and Americans to Micronesia. Reaching the Pacific, 
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Europeans and Americans had not possessed enough good sense to 

change their style of dress. Micronesians, reasoned Mangefel, showed 

even less sense. They came to regard foreign dress as a way to foreign 

wealth and thus dressed as uncomfortably and as inappropriately as the 

strangers in their land. 

Moreover, Mangefel believed that clothing was not the only item of 

Western culture alien to and problematic for Micronesians. Mangefel 

thought the workday should be reduced from eight to six hours; such a 

change would bring about a 25 percent reduction in salaries and would 

help reduce absenteeism, especially on the Friday afternoons and Monday 

mornings that bordered pay-day weekends. The senator from Yap also 

thought the reduction in workweek hours would give people more time to 

spend with their families and more time to pursue individual fishing and 

gardening which, in turn, would help to promote a more self-sufficient, 

locally appropriate form of development. 47 

Resistance to the Trust Territory government on Saipan led some 

Micronesian representatives deeper into the very heart of the American 

empire. Earlier on in his career, Mangefel had cautioned his colleagues 

about the "shining illusions" behind such words as "independence," "self­

determination," and "self-reliance." In August 1972, he had told the sec­

ond special session of the Fourth Congress that Micronesia was still very 

much in need of help and would have to depend on continued American 

assistance and the formalization of some long-term political association 

with the United States to achieve any real and meaningful economic 

development. 48 While Mangefel had gone on to alter his views consider­

ably, other congressmen continued to look to the United States as the ulti­

mate source of funding for economic development in Micronesia. 

During the life of the Congress of Micronesia, criticism of the Trust 

Territory government's failure in economic development was more than 

equaled by resolutions and requests for increased assistance from the 

United States Congress. It seemed to many observers that Micronesians 

were playing the more distant capital of American power and wealth in 

the world against its local offices and agencies on Saipan and in the dis­

tricts. Mangefel again had words of caution, this time for those Micro­

nesians who confused economic development with something akin to 

Christmas. In a letter to Ngabchai read before the Senate on 4 February 

1977, Mangefel stated that Micronesians could not expect the "great 

white Santa" to keep bringing gifts forever.49 He hoped that Christmas a 

year hence would find Micronesians still possessed of a sense of direction, 

purpose, and roots. 

There was then great irony, almost contradiction in the Congress' 



148 Chapter s  

request to higher levels of the American federal bureaucracy to provide 

funds to promote autonomy and self-government. It may be true, at one 

level, that Micronesians' desire for autonomy and self-government led 

them deeper and deeper into the recesses of the American federal bureau­

cracy and, in effect, enhanced rather than overcame dependency. But 

things are often turned upside down and inside out in colonial situations 

where indigenous interest groups are seeking to both counter and use 

the hegemonic instruments of their domination. Things could and did 

get messy. 

An indication of this entangling can be heard in remarks made by Rep. 

Kiku Apis of Pohnpei before the House of Representatives on 6 February 

1978. 50 Apis attempted to give order to a confused, distracted world gone 

a little crazy. The congressman from Pohnpei noted that there were indi­

cative development plans for all the districts, but that these plans were 

useless unless implemented. The Trust Territory administration, said Apis, 

had demonstrated through three decades that it did not consider economic 

development and Micronesian self-sufficiency to be priorities. Members of 

Congress, said Apis, found their attention and energies diverted by politi­

cal negotiations with the United States over a future political status, the 

question of unity, and concerns for their own reelection. Local govern­

ment, in general, was too often aloof from its citizens,  while the people 

themselves had come to see the United States government as the giver of 

gifts to which they were entitled. The Congress of Micronesia could per­

haps have done more to promote economic development, but the real 

impediments to national economic advancement lay in the Trust Territory 

system. What the future might bring Apis could not say. 

Differences of opinion within the Congress of Micronesia involved mat­

ters of ethnicity as well as politics, policy and priorities. Indeed, the Con­

gress of Micronesia as a body representing peoples bound together by the 

forces of American colonialism struggled continually with the consequent 

tensions and divisions within its ranks. Rep. Julio M. Akapito of Chuuk 

sensed an incipient anti-Chuukese bias in some of the criticisms made of 

the Congress regarding economic development. Speaking to the House of 

Representatives on 27 February 1978, Akapito took exception to those 

who implied that the Chuukese delegation and its staff were only looking 

out for themselves in the appropriation of development funds and the 

authorization of projects. "We act," said Akapito, "on belief and convic­

tions and what is best for the Congress and people of Micronesia." 51  

Tosiwo Nakayama acknowledged the fears of Chuukese dominance 

that worked against efforts to forge a new autonomous federated states of 
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Micronesia out of the tired colonial structure that was the United States 

Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands. At a meeting with local Pohnpeian 

officials on 16 July 1973, Nakayama called overpopulation in Chuuk a 

myth. Endeavoring to allay fears of the pressures that would be brought 

to bear in relatively land-rich Pohnpei district by an influx of Chuukese 
people under the open migration provisions of a national constitution, 

Nakayama declared there was and would always be enough land in 

Chuuk district itself. 52 The Chuukese were not the only group regarded 
unflatteringly. At different times and under varying circumstances and 
changing coalitions, the Yapese might be described by other Microne­

sians as intransigent, the Saipanese as haughty, the Marshallese as aloof, 

the Pohnpeians as particularly opportunistic, and the Palauans as espe­
cially assertive. 

The diverse, often conflicting interests of different groups of people 

brought together, identified, and administered as Micronesians showed 
itself clearly in the debate over the location of local tax revenues. Put suc­

cinctly, those districts of the Trust Territory that generated the largest tax 

dollars wanted those revenues used for local purposes and projects rather 

than as subsidy for the more impoverished districts. Local control over tax 
revenues had been one of the issues that had led the Northern Marianas 
to abandon any prospect of involvement in a future, autonomous Micro­

nesian government in favor of becoming a commonwealth of the United 

States. The same issue would now be seized upon by representatives from 

the Marshalls and would serve as preface to their own political separation 
from the rest of Micronesia. In 1972, Charles Domnick of the Marshalls 

had introduced legislation requiring half of all tax revenues to be returned 

to the districts from which they had come. Contributing more than half of 

the internal revenues over which the Congress of Micronesia had control, 

the Marshalls stood to gain the most from any reapportionment of tax 

monies, and at the expense of the less advantaged districts within the 

Trust Territory. Not surprisingly, the Congress as a whole refused to act 

favorably on Domnick' s bill. At the second regular session of the Fifth 
Congress in 1973, the Marshallese delegation reintroduced the revenue­

sharing bill, and with the warning that the Congress' failure to pass it 

would induce the Marshalls to begin separate political status negotiations 

with the United States. When the bill was defeated, the Marshallese mem­

bers of Congress staged a temporary walkout. Said Amata Kabua, "Our 
fear is now greater with respect to other Micronesians than with the 

United States. " 5 3  As in the Marshalls and the Northern Marianas, the peo­

ple of Palau considered options and possibilities that suggested a future 
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apart from the rest of the islands. The Congress of Micronesia, however, 

was certainly not the only forum in which Micronesians debated foreign­

ers or each other over economic development. Differences over develop­

ment could also bring men and women into conflict with each other, and 

in ways that both manifested and advanced changes taking place in gen­
der relations. I turn from the elite, almost exclusively male forum that 

was the Congress of Micronesia to more local debates over development in 

which were heard the voices of women. 

Silent Voices Heard in Chuuk 
Women both affected and were affected by the agenda of development 

in Micronesia, but in ways we are only beginning to understand. 54 Recent 

feminist anthropology has added new and critical perspectives on the 

ways in which women encountered development's progenitors, colonial­

ism and capitalism. Whereas earlier ethnographies, including Marxist 

and feminist-oriented studies, often presumed colonialism's devaluation 

of women's labor, productivity and consequent status, more contem­

porary gender studies by Marilyn Strathern, Jocelyn Linnekin, Annette 

Weiner, and Maria Lepowsky indicate persisting if somewhat altered and 
varied patterns of agency, efficacy, power, and even equality in areas that 

involve or affect economic production and social relationships. 55 

Within the Micronesian geographical area, Palau and Pohnpei have 

proved the most prominent sites for the practice of a more decidedly and 

much needed feminist ethnography. In their different but equally effective 

ways, De Verne Reed Smith and Lynn Wilson demonstrate how women 

have remained central to siukang, the persisting, complex system of 

exchange involving food, money, and social relationships that binds 

Palauan society together. In their roles as mothers, sisters, and wives, 

women continue to serve as prime mediators of wealth in Palauan soci­

ety. 56 Their marriages and the children of those marriages unite society 

and establish lines of obligation and reciprocity through which land, 
goods, and resources move. According to one Palauan woman, "A man 

who has no sisters is unlucky." 5 7 Through the satisfactory performance of 

obligations and responsibilities, women earn place, voice, and power in 

their clans. Indeed, the women of the clan choose the clan chief; without 

their support and the material resources they are able to call upon, no 
man could lead. Women's continuing and central role in feasting and 

exchange activities has sustained their considerable economic power and 

political influence on Pohnpei as well. In a situation somewhat analogous 

to that in Palau, Pohnpeian women's material production, public perfor-
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mances, and access to property by right of clan or kinship ties earn them 

crucial roles in both the reproduction and transformation of Pohnpeian 

society. 58 

Women's power can also show itself at times in larger and more pub­

lic political arenas. In 1987, a group of female elders or machas filed a law­

suit against the Palau District Legislature's unilateral efforts to change 

the requirements for amending the Palauan constitution from a 75 per­

cent popular vote to a simple majority.59 The legislature's move was part 

of the effort to facilitate the approval of the draft Compact of Free Associ­

ation with the United States, which had been slowed by the antinuclear 

provisions in Palau's constitution. The United States government found 

the constitution's prohibitions against the use, storage, transfer, and 

transshipment of nuclear materials within Palauan territory incompati­

ble with its strategic interests in the western Pacific. Violence, including 

the murder of a prominent male elder or rubak. opposed to any circum­

vention of the Palauan constitution, caused the women to withdraw their 

suit, but only temporarily. Reinstated a year later, the women's suit 

sought to protect the integrity of the constitutional process in Palau. 

In the Marshalls, women voiced some of the loudest, most passionate, 

and most effective criticisms of nuclear testing and its effects upon lives, 

land, and society there. 60 In this section, I focus on the role of women as 

effective critics of another form of social and communal disruption result­

ing from efforts to develop the islands economically and to promote con­

sumerism among their populations; I refer here to the sale and consump­

tion of alcoholic beverages, the problems that resulted, and the efforts of 

women in Chuuk to control them. 

On rs January 1978, the Truk District Legislature passed a law ban­

ning the sale of alcoholic beverages on the island of Weno or Moen. 61 

Pressure for the law came from Chuukese women who felt compelled to 

constrain a male drinking culture on the island that had become increas­

ingly hostile and aggressive, publicly disruptive, and that more and more 

involved forms of physical violence including assault, spousal abuse, 

murder, and suicide. An understanding of Chuukese women's efforts to 

prohibit the sale and consumption of alcohol requires first a historical and 

cultural contextualization of the issues. 

That drinking should become a serious social issue on Weno was not 

surprising; as Chuuk district's governmental seat, commercial center, 

principal port, and major communications and contact point with the 

larger world, the island showed dramatically the effects of the material 

transformation wrought by efforts at modernization. Concrete-block 
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houses, tin shanties, jet planes, pickup trucks, motor boats, electric fans, 

freezers, refrigerators, and frozen chickens replaced the thatched dwel­

lings, wood fires, sailing canoes, and fresh fish that had been the material 

markings of an earlier way of life. Given its political, commercial, and 

material prominence, W eno attracted considerable migration from the 

other islands of the Chuuk group as well as from the Hall, Mortlock, 

Namonuito, and Western Islands. A September 1980 census recorded 

Weno's population at 10 ,351 with the median age being 17 . 7  years and 

with 46 percent of that population identified as under 16 .  62 With a land 

area of only 7. 3 square miles ,  W eno was far the most congested, over­

crowded island within the Carolines and had many of the social problems 

associated with congestion and overcrowding. 

A more than century-long, troubled, and sometimes violent history 

prefaced the crisis of the late 197os.63  This history included the Japanese 

and early American administrations' ban on the use of alcoholic bever­

ages by Chuukese and other Micronesian people. After the Trust Territory 

government rescinded that ban in 1958.  the consumption of foreign alco­

holic beverages resumed, and with dramatic increase. Despite the social 

disruption that followed. elected officials and other local government 

leaders showed themselves reluctant to place any limits or controls on 

the distribution and use of alcohol. Money from taxes and licensing fees 

around the retail sale and individual purchase of beer and hard liquor 

accounted for 41 percent of the estimated local revenues available to the 

then called the Truk District Congress ,  in 1960.64 The eco­

nomics of alcohol in Chuuk, coupled with the existence of a prominent 

male drinking culture, helps explain why Chuuk's leaders were reluctant 

to act when public drunkenness began to become a serious problem in the 

late 1 960s. By the mid-197os, the situation had worsened considerably. 

Drawing upon an extensive set of field interviews. Mac and Leslie Mar­

shall write of Chuukese women's reaction to this latest period of intensi­

fied alcohol abuse: 

They associated it with criminal activities, with violent assaults 

and homicides, with general community disruption, with domes­

tic violence such as wife-beating, with the destruction of prop­

erty, with arguments among family groups that sometimes led 

young men to commit suicide, and with the waste of money 

that could have been used otherwise to benefit the entire family. 

Women were opposed to the public violence that increasingly 

was the order of the day in their communities. Women were 
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opposed to having their husbands come home dirty after 
drinking, without money to run the household until the next 
paycheck, or to having them gone several nights while on a 
drinking binge. Women were tired of being berated or beaten 
by their husbands after the men had been out drinking. Women 
were categorically opposed to the deaths resulting directly or 
indirectly from drinking via homicide, suicide, car accidents, 
drownings, and alcohol-related illnesses (including ethanol 
overdose). Women were unwilling to see their children abused 
by their drunken fathers. 65 

Women, by all accounts, had not been involved in any of the early public 
or legislative debate about the control of alcoholic beverages in Chuuk. 
This situation changed markedly in 1976 when Chuukese women and 
their male supporters worked to have two bills introduced into the district 
legislature: one would have banned drinking throughout the district; the 
other would have eliminated the importation of foreign alcohol but 
allowed for the production, sale, and consumption of local brews. Debate 
over the bills brought startling public information to light. 66 In testimony 
in behalf of the first bill, it was noted that one-third of all suicides and 51 
percent of all homicides involved alcohol and that forty percent of the 
patients in the district hospital were there for sicknesses resulting from 
the consumption of alcohol. Witnesses testified that the physical costs 
resulting from abuse of alcohol were many and great; business losses, 
insurance claims, property damage, and lost productivity were threaten­
ing to undermine the local economy. Although neither bill passed, their 
introduction heralded the arrival of a more visible and assertive posture 
for women in Weno. 

The intervention of Chuukese women in public, male-dominated areas 
and against such an exclusively male activity as the drinking of foreign 
liquor might have surprised some. The general ethnographic literature 
describes the women of Chuuk as quiet and modest, adept at household 
management and domestic chores, submissive to male kin and spouse, 
and never very far from home.67 Such descriptions, however, do not sug­
gest that women in Chuukese society were without power or influence. 
Women in precolonial times had a significant voice in collective decisions 
though they seldom occupied positions of authority over the entire soci­
ety; their access and influence tended to be private. 68 In contemporary 
times, women's groups, more particularly the Protestant church's Fin 
Anisi and the Catholic mission's Mwichen Maria, served as vehicles 
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through which women exercised influence. These two church groups, 

especially Fin Anisi, would prove quite effective in the battle for prohibi­

tion on Weno. 

Colonial policies addressed, at a general level, the role of women in 

Chuukese and other Micronesian societies. Since navy times, the Ameri­

can colonial administration had proclaimed the right of women to vote, 

to receive equal pay for equal work, and to have equal access to educa­

tional and occupational opportunities at an official level. Women's rights 

to own property, bring suit in a court of law, control earnings, act as legal 

guardians, and engage in business were all guaranteed under the Trust 

Territory Code. The formation of women's  groups or associations was also 

encouraged and supported by the American administration. While avow­

ing the equality of women in all matters , however, the Trust Territory 

government denied any intent to intervene in the local determination of 

appropriate gender roles. 

Statistics on the education and employment of women evidenced the 

considerable gap between government policy and practice.69 In 1951 ,  

only 9 of  106 students enrolled at  the Pacific Islands Teacher Training 

School in Chunk were female. Before 1958 ,  fewer than 10 girls attended 

Truk Intermediate School in any given year. Before 1965 ,  just over 200 

Chuukese had completed high school, and only 13  percent of them were 

female. The discrepancy in the representation of the sexes induced the 

1964 United Nations Visiting Mission to urge the American adminis­

tration to encourage the education of girls beyond elementary school. 

Although the numbers of high school graduates rose sharply for Chuuk 

in the early to mid-1970s, women remained significantly underrepre­

sented. To be sure, long-standing cultural and parental resistance to the 

education and travel of daughters contributed significantly to colonial 

patriarchy. One female student summed up the prevailing altitudes in 

Chuuk with these words: "Men have wings, women only have fcet. '' 70 By 

the late 1970s and 1980s, however, increased education provided women 

with more and better employment opportunities and hence greater 

power, influence, and access to the public sphere. By 1979,  female stu­

dents in Chuuk made up almost 50 percent of the total elementary school 

enrollment and accounted for roughly 42 percent of the secondary school 

population; in that same year, women, employed primarily as bookkeep­

ers, teachers, clerical assistants, nurses, and domestic workers, consti­

tuted 25 percent of the total paid labor force in Chuuk. 71 Raa fejfeyitta or 

"Women arc coming up" was the statement Chuukcse women employed 

to characterize their changing circumstances in the latter decades of the 

Trust Territory administration. 72 
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Women now stepped forward in the late 1970s to address the public 

crisis caused by the abuse of alcohol in Chuuk. This assertiveness chal­

lenged both colonial and indigenous restrictions on women's activity 

while at the same time calling upon foreign resources and locally estab­

lished precedents and practices. The latest and most serious set of distur­

bances involved a near war between young men from Weno and those of 

nearby Wonei Island that began with a drunken brawl in early 1977. In 

response to the danger, women from Fin Anisi attended a special emer­

gency meeting called by the district administrator. At that meeting, the 

women urged a petition drive to ask voters to decide the question of prohi­

bition. The strategy was inspired by a 1976 conference on alcohol abuse 

attended by members of Fin Anisi; the gathering, held in Honolulu, 

Hawai'i, was sponsored by the United Church of Christ's Women's Board 

of Missions for the Pacific Islands and was attended by delegates from 

Micronesia and the larger Pacific region. 

Provisions in the existing district code allowed for individual munici­

palities to decide upon the sale and consumption of alcohol within their 

territorial boundaries. To be successful, a petition requesting a special ref­

erendum required the signatures of two-thirds of all registered voters in a 

given municipality. The law mandated the holding of a special election 

within ninety days of the submission of the petition and its verification by 

the municipal clerk. If a majority of voters approved the referendum, the 

municipal council was required to prepare and adopt an ordinance in 

accord with the public vote. 

Leaders of the two women's religious groups, Fin Anisi and Mwichen 

Maria, along with sympathizers from the Weno or Moen Municipal Coun­

cil, circulated petitions during the late spring of 1977. On 2 July 1977, the 

referendum was held. Voters of Weno were asked, "Should the sale or 

consumption of intoxicating beverages in Moen Municipality be prohib­

ited? Yes or No?" Of 2,163 votes cast, 2,014 (93 percent) favored prohibi­

tion. Given the overwhelming vote, the council had no choice but to draft 

Municipal Ordinance 5-77 banning the sale and consumption of alcoholic 

beverages on Weno. Because Weno was the port of entry for the entire 

Chuuk district, provision was made in the ordinance for licensed 

importers to legally store alcoholic beverages for transhipment to wet 

municipalities elsewhere in the district. 

One of the immediate effects of the prohibition measure was to under­

mine the district legislature's principal source of local revenue, namely, 

the taxes earned from the licensing and sale of alcohol. Revenues dropped 

from $441,605 in fiscal year 1977 to $403 for the first full fiscal year fol­

lowing the implementation of prohibition. Given this serious decline in 
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revenues, the legislature announced plans to override the Weno ordi­

nance on grounds that the district or state government had ultimate 

jurisdiction over such matters. In response to the legislature's plan, mem­

bers of Fin Anisi and Mwichen Maria organized women throughout 

Chuuk in an effort to establish prohibition in all 39 municipalities .  Peti­

tions were drafted and circulated. On 28 March 1979 ,  the district legisla­

ture, now referred to as the state legislature because of Chuul<'s place in 

the newly formed government of the Federated States of Micronesia, 

established a Special Committee on Alcoholic Beverage Control to review 

the alcohol issue and to make recommendations to the full legislature by 

May 1979 .  The creation of the special committee struck many as more 

than a little suspicious. One Weno woman wrote in a letter dated 20 April 

1979 to the editor of the Tmk Chronicle, 

I know the Truk legislature is going to make drinking legal again 

and I don't like it. Last year, they asked my people from Moen lf 

we want drinking and we voted that we don' t  want it. Now it 

seems like they don't care what we want. they only care about 

getting money for their pay. I hope they won't bring back drink­

ing because I don't want any more fighting and drunk people 

around my house. 

In addition to their statewide petition drive, the women solicited and 

received the support of the mayor of Weno and the governor and lieu­

tenant governor of Chunk State. Efforts to meet with members of the leg­

islature over the issue were rebuffed, however. When it became clear that 

the legislature planned to proceed with its efforts to override ihe W eno 

prohibition ordinance. the Protestant and Catholic women's groups called 

for a public demonstration of protest. The appeal attracted 200 partici­

pants who marched on the legislature with signs that called attention to 

the social devastation alcohol was wreaking upon families and commu­

nities in Weno. With the protestors surrounding the building, the lone 

female member of the legislature requested her male colleagues to recess 

so that they could all read the signs carried by the marchers. 

For the next week. the women occupied the grounds and waited 

patiently for a meeting with the very reluctant speaker of the legislature. 

When the speaker finally relented, the women presented him with their 

petitions and spoke of their deeply felt reason for wanting to keep Weno 

dry. One woman later stated, "We were carrying out the wishes of the 

people and encouraging the senators to give the people peace and not 

destruction. '' The legislature' s  general response to the women' s  challenge 
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was to conduct business behind closed doors. Their efforts to ignore the 

women's protest proved futile, however, as the state court upheld the 

jurisdiction of municipalities over local-option liquor laws. The ruling, 

combined with the women's march, convinced the legislature to back off 

from efforts to abolish Weno's prohibition law. 

There would be two other attempts to repeal prohibition on Weno. In 

late 1979, the municipal council met to consider repealing the prohibition 

law on the ground that it was unenforceable and that it had inadvertently 

given rise to a black-market trade in liquor that was making very wealthy 

men out of those who ran that trade. In 1983, the council again tried to 

repeal the prohibition law. In both these latter instances, women 

mounted effective public protests that stymied the repeal efforts. Women's 

intervention against alcohol abuse on Weno did not end abuse, crime, 

violence, or even drinking in the state. These continued, of course, but at 

reduced levels. The percentage of alcohol-related arrests dropped from 84 

percent of the total in the last quarter of 1980 to 57 percent for 1981 . For 

the following four years, alcohol-related arrests averaged 63 percent of 

total yearly arrests. More importantly, female voices, which had perhaps 

never been as completely silent as the extant ethnography would suggest, 

asserted themselves in ways that borrowed both from indigenous chan­

nels of influence and from outside practices. From this mix of styles and 

strategies, came the empowerment of women and the alleviation of seri­

ous social problems stemming from the excessive consumption of alco­

holic beverages. Such can be the unintended but nonetheless real devel­

opments that occur in colonized settings from a curious blend of the local 

and the foreign. There would be other debates of a more general but 

equally critical nature, debates, for example, about the dependency ulti­

mately engendered by the efforts at development in the islands. It is to the 

variety of culturally informed understandings of that dependency that I 

now turn. 
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Dependency? It Depends 

The specter of the impending termination of the United Nations Trust­

eeship Agreement both haunted and compelled the Congress of Micro­

nesia's deliberations over the issue of economic development. The Carter 

administration's intention, announced in early I977 ,  to terminate the 

trusteeship by 1981 heightened the anxiety of a Congress struggling with 

internal divisions as well as outside pressures. Working within the con­

straints imposed by the nation-state construct, members of the Congress 

considered what a more autonomous, self-governing. perhaps indepen­

dent federated grouping of islands look like and the ways in which 

such a governmental entity might sustain itself economically. 

What confounded movement toward a more autonomous form of gov­

ernment was, among other things ,  the lack of even remotely 

resembling a viable, self-supporting economy. In the estimate of most con­

temporary observers, three decades of American colonial rule, and with it 

nearly one billion dollars in financial aid. had left the islands hopelessly 

dependent. Members of the Congress of Micronesia certainly aclmowl­

edged the problem. In 1976,  the future v� -v,-v ... of the Republic of Palau, 

Lazarus Salii, reflecting on his earlier experiences in the Senate wrote, 

"We were witnessing the birth of an economy that would soon be-and 

today now is-thoroughly dependent on imported goods, contracted 

skills, and annual outside aid . "  1 There was blame to go around, of course, 

but as in most colonial the majority of that blame fell on the col­

onized. Federal officials, Trust Territory government personnel, academic 

experts, and travel writers all held the indigenous citizens of Micronesia 

ultimately responsible for the dependency that seemed to have infected 

their islands so fatally. 

Consider, for example, the words of David Nevin, an American writer 

of popular nonfiction who visited the United States Trust Territory of the 

Pacific Islands in the mid-197os: 
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The issue is that Micronesians have been offered a world that 
bears no relationship to their own capacities . . . .  They lack the 
wherewithal. The most striking physical thing about the islands 
aside from their physical beauty is the lack of economic infra­
structure that people in advanced countries take for granted. 
With the lack of infrastructure goes an even greater lack of 
understanding of the nature of commerce, of capital accumula­
tion, of how credit works, and why schedules are important.2 

"Commerce," "capital," "credit," "infrastructure," "schedules"-the 
indictment of Micronesians in Nevin's text locates itself around the peo­
ples' alleged inability to master these concepts and the larger process of 
economic development of which they are an integral part. In The Ameri­

can Touch in Micronesia, Nevin goes on to draft a scathing indictment of 
the United States for creating a welfare state in Micronesia and of Micro­
nesians for accepting it without question. His account reads almost as 
apocalyptic prophecy against the judgments of a more recent literary vis­
itor to the islands. Paul Frederick Kluge, a former Peace Corps volunteer 
now novelist who wrote the preamble to what became the constitution of 
the Federated States of Micronesia, describes the islands in his 1991 book, 
The Edge of Paradise, as hopelessly dependent, totally demoralized, and 
completely corrupted by American colonialism. 3 I will return to this book 
and its assessment of contemporary Micronesia in a later chapter. 

Professional writers are by no means the only ones to comment on 
dependency as the first fact oflife among the different political entities that 
have emerged from the superstructure of American colonialism. Citing a 
well-established litany of impediments, economists such as John Connell 
have written of the isolation, remoteness, lack of infrastructure, and pau­
city of natural resources that place prohibitive restrictions on the devel­
opment of viable economies in island microstates such as those found in 
the former Trust Territory. John Cameron, in his assessment of economic 
development options in the Federated States of Micronesia, views as 
nearly terminal the legacy of dependency engendered during the Ameri­
can trusteeship period. One of the most serious casualties of American 
largesse, according to the development specialist from the United King­
dom, has been the people's will to work. Cameron forecasts a bleak future 
for the FSM marked by national bankruptcy, political disintegration, and 
the extensive migration of local peoples to the United States and its terri­
tories as provided for under the terms of the Compact of Free Association.4 
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The assessments of these popular writers and academic analysts con­

stitute but a portion of an extensive body of literature that has attempted 

to explain the failure and folly of economic development in the Caroline, 

Mariana, and Marshall Islands, Much of this writing reflects implicitly, 

though dispassionately, the basic premises of classical dependency the­

ory. Arising out of Latin America in the early 1960s, early dependency 

theorists such as the young Andre Gunder Frank focused their analyses 

not on the primitive, traditional. or feudal features of local economies, but 

on the havoc and distortion wreaked by the experience of colonialism on 

the non-Western world. 5 Frank wrote of the "development of underdevel­

opment" as not a natural condition but the product of a long, lingering 

legacy of colonial domination in the Third World. He went on to detail the 

ways in which metropolitan nations, through the patterns of economic 

domination originally established by colonialism, continued to exploit the 

resources of their colonies-turned-satellites on the periphery of the global 

capitalist system. 

Developing further the actual processes of dependency that resulted 

from the legacy of imperial control, Theotonio Dos Santos explained how 

the economies of once colonized, now underdeveloped countries remained 

dependent on the financial, industrial, and technological resources of met­

ropolitan nations. Dos Santos argued that Western monopolistic control 

of capital, finance, and technology, not local failures or inadequacies, 

kept the Third World esseniially marginalized and with the consequent 

problems of backwardness, misery, and poverty. In short, theorists of the 

classical school such as Frank. Dos Santos, and also Paul Baran and Mar­

tin Landsberg posited dependency as a general condition of all Third 

World economies. Under this line of analysis, the islands called Microne­

sia qualified as one of the most dependent of dependencies , their only nat­

ural resource said to be their strategic geography as determined by the 

global security interests of the United States. Most critics of the American 

presence in Micronesia point to the long-standing primacy of strategic 

interests in the area and the consequent need to bind the islands closely 

to the United States through some long-term political arrangement. 6 

Given this line of argument, economic development amounted to little 

more than a cover or charade for more-political machinations. There is , 

however, another way to read the general situation of dependency in 

American Micronesia. 

In this chapter, I look in particular at the debate that developed over 

the use of American domestic welfare programs and monies and their 

effects upon Micronesian societies in the mid-to-late 1970s. Many schol-
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ars argue that the failure of initial efforts at substantive economic devel­
opment led to an eventual abandonment of the effort and a resort instead 

to a massive infusion of federal grants and domestic services that had the 

effect of remaking the islands into little pockets of America in the western 

Pacific (table r) .  There is a fair amount of substance to this summary 

argument. I endeavor, though, to avoid simple schemes of binary opposi­

tion involving American and Micronesian, strategic politics and eco­

nomic development, change and custom. A consideration of the complex 

swirl of issues in and around the debate over dependency underscores, I 

think, (I) the massive cultural redefinition ultimately required by the 

developmental agenda; (2) the changing, often conflicting variety of colo­

nial plans and policies used to promote that agenda; and (3) the diversity 

and polyvocality of local Micronesian responses that worked to challenge 

the very meanings of development and dependency. As preface to a con­

sideration of the crosscultural dimensions of the debate over increased 
federal monies and the application of American domestic welfare pro­

grams into Micronesia, I consider first a larger history. 

Money for the West, Kinship to the "Rest " 

The consensual observations on Micronesian dependency that riddle 

the popular and academic literature reflect something more than coinci­
dence. 7 This shared assessment is reflective of historical processes deeper 

than the colonialism, war, containment policy, and global security con­

cerns of the twentieth century addressed earlier in this study. I refer here 

to historical processes that involved the emergence in the West of capital­
ism as not just an economic system but a culture. The rise to dominance 

of capitalism in the West entailed a new definition of society with eco­

nomic values at its core. This new centrality of economic values in Euro­

pean society meant the devaluing of all other and earlier forms of social 

organization. The Mexican scholar Gustavo Esteva writes that the com­
munal and cooperative aspects of sociality declined as the forces of the 

market transformed "commons into resources, men and women into 

commodifed labor, tradition into burden, wisdom into ignorance, and 

autonomy into dependency."8 The individual, now helpless and cut off in 

this new economically centered construction of society, faced scarcity, 
that most central of economic problems. The concept of scarcity, argues 

Esteva, assumed that human wants were great, potentially infinite, 

though the means to satisfy them were limited and unequally shared. 

Thus, competition exacerbated the anxiety that surrounded the recogni­
tion of scarcity. 



Table 1 Export Earnings and Total U.S. Assistance: 1 947-1 982 

(in U.S. $millions) 

Year Va lue of Total U .S .  Exports as percentage 

exports assistance of total money inflows 

1 947 1 .0 

1 948 2 .4 1 .0 70 .6% 

1 949 2 . 1  1 . 1 65 .6% 

1 950 1 . 6  0 .8 66.7 %  

1 95 1  2 . 2  1 .0 68.8% 

1 952 1 .8 4 .3 29. 5%  

1 953 1 . 2 5 .2  1 8.8% 

1 954 3 . 3  4. 3 43 .4% 

1 955 4.3 5 .0  46 . 2% 

1 956 1 . 7 5 .0  46. 2% 

1 957 1 .6 4.8 25 .0% 

1 958 1 .7 6 .2  2 1 . 5% 

1 959 1 .2 4.9 1 9 . 7% 

1 960 1 .9 5 .2  26 .8% 

1 96 1  2 . 1  5 . 9  26 . 3% 

1 962 2 . 1  6 . 1  25 .6% 

1 963 2 . 2  1 7 . 0  1 1 . 5%  

1 964 2 .7  1 8.0  1 3 .0% 

1 965 3 .2 2 1 . 5  1 3 .0% 

1 966 3 . 6  2 1 .9 1 4. 1 %  

1 967 2 . 3  2 5 . 2  8.4% 

1 968 3 . 0  26.3 1 0 .2% 

1 969 2 . 9  36 .2 7 .4% 

1 970 4.2 54.6 7 . 1 % 

1 97 1  3 .0  67 .3  4.3% 

1 972 2 .6  68. 1 3 . 7% 

1 973 1 .9 69.4 2 .7% 

1 974 8 .0 69 .5  1 0 .3% 

1 975  6 . 8  8 1 . 7  7 . 7%  

1 976 4.8 1 00 .9 4.5% 

1 977 1 0. 3  1 1 4.2  8. 3 %  

1 978 1 32 . 6  

1 979  1 6. 5  1 38 .7  1 0 .6% 

1 980 1 5 .6 1 24 . 5  1 1 . 1 % 

1 98 1  1 20 .0 

1 982 8 . 1 1 1 9 .9  6 .3% 

Source: Francis X .  Hezel, S .  J . ,  "A Brief Economic History o f  Micronesia, " in Past Achievements and 

Future Possibilities, A Conference on Economic Development in Micronesia, Ponape May 22-25 ,  1 984 
(Majuro, Marshal l  Islands: M icronesian Seminar, Ju ly, 1 984), p. 36. 
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Addressing the issue of scarcity, men calling themselves economists 
devised laws and codified practices whereby individuals, working in 

accordance with the dictates of the market, might satisfy their immediate 

needs and help ensure their long-term survival. Productive, economic 

activity thus came to be seen as the central and necessary object of all 

human effort. 9 The effect of capitalist market practices on social percep­

tions was so powerful that common sense soon came to be intricately 
bound up with economic practices. Although purported to be the truths 

that governed human society, the economic laws derived by David 
Ricardo and the classical economists constituted but deductive construc­

tions derived from the observation of social behavior under market con­

ditions.10 The "discovery" of these economic laws through the observa­

tion of commercial practices constituted a new construction of reality. 
Capitalist economics, then, became more than a sphere of human 

endeavor; its redefinition of the purposes, prime activities, key values, and 

governing laws of life gave it the force of culture. 
Christopher Herbert advances the argument of Western culture as fun­

damentally economic in his recent work, Culture and Anomie: Ethno­

graphic Imagination in the Nineteenth Century. Employing a more expansive 

approach that focuses on the similarities rather than distinctions in early 
economic theory, Herbert argues that the writings of the earliest political 
economists, individuals such as Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Thomas 

Malthus, and John Stuart Mill, were essentially about the development of 

a concept of culture that sought to prescribe productive economic activi­

ties for human energy displaced by the intensified enclosure movement 
of late-eighteenth-century England. Adam Smith, for example, described 

a society as an integral, self-sustaining, self-regulating system whose 

dynamic, most fundamental characteristic was manifested through the 
process of material manufacture. Thomas Malthus, in his Essay on Popu­

lation, concerned himself with the idea of human desire as a social con­

struct that inscribes value, thus giving meaning to natural materials and 

creating a metanational system of capitalism that constitutes human 
beings' habitat or culture.1 1 

The ascendancy of capitalism to the status of culture proved not a gen­

tle transformation, but a violent, wrenching, destructive alteration in the 
European past. E. P. Thompson writes of enclosure movements and indus­

trial revolutions that disrupted communities, transforming both agrarian 
tillers and town artisans into an industrial working class. The develop­

ment of the factory system demanded transformation in the patterns of 

human behavior; the independence of the artisan or field worker had to 
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be adapted to the discipline of the machine. The tirst step in this process of 
transformation, wrote Thompson, was the realization that an individual's 
chief happiness lay not in the present but in a future state . 12 There was an 
act of faith here that required the support of organized religion; with its 
emphasis on restraint, frugality , sacrifice , and deferred pleasures, 
Methodism had cultivated that fragile faith in early-eighteenth-century 
England. Religious faith, however, could not obliterate a consciousness of 
the inequalities and injustices that surrounded the industrialization of 
English life. 

Thompson cites a written document, "The Journeyman Cotton Spin­
ner, " as indicative of this consciousness. 13 Produced in Manchester, 
England, during an 1818  strike of textile workers there, this address to the 
larger, affected public sought to define the features of exploitation that 
had led to the strike. The document spoke of the rise of a new class of mas­
ters without deeply rooted authority or obligations, the increasing dis­
tance between master and worker, and the all-too-painful exploitation 
that made possible the wealth and power of the new masters . In addition 
the loss of independence for the worker, the crippling dependency upon 
the master's technology of production, and the partiality of the law ulti­
mately reduced the employee to the status of instrument. The document 
lamented the passing of the social economy of preindustrial England and 
its replacement by the regimen, discipline, monotony, long hours. and 
generally poor work conditions of the factory. 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 his­
tory. It would not be too irresponsible an extrapolation, I believe, to regard 
the discourse of economic development in Micronesia as similar in the vio­
lent, disruptive transformation of life it proposed; as a process that. if imple­
mented as prescribed, would work to shatter links with the past and under­
mine satisfaction in the present by promoting the idea of a better, more 
comfortable, and more secure future earned by regulated wage labor. 

The course of events would also disturb economic theory, though not 
nearly as severely as it disturbed people who came to form England's 
working class. Arturo Escobar describes how neoclassical economists' 
focus on capital accumulation, economic growth, and the idea of labor as 
the basis of all value gave way to a more general theory of equilibrium 
whereby the free play of supply and demand came to regulate a closed, 
circular, harmonious culture of economy. This idea of an economy regu­
lated by pure market forces was upset, in tum, by events in the twentieth 
century that forced governments to assume a more interventionist pos­
ture. World wars and the rise of fascism and communism resulted in more 
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direct supervision of national economies by Western governments. The 

rise of new world powers and new forms of institutional organization 

accompanied this great change in the management of economies. 14 In 

the United States, the center of the capitalist system after World War II, 

there developed corporate forms of organization that linked the political 

and the economic and that refashioned the relationship between the pub­

lic and the private. 

The rise of corporations had major and traumatic effects on the con­

duct of American life. Dating back to the late nineteenth century, worries 

over the growth of corporate power aroused new sources of anxiety in 

America. To older historical dualisms of rich and poor, damned and saved 

were added new dichotomies involving bigness and smallness, hierarchy 

and independence, homogeneity and diversity. 1 5 By the middle of the 

twentieth century, the corporate reorganization of American society had 

become a fait accompli. The question was no longer whether or not new 

corporate strategies would reshape America, but rather how individuals 

would cope with life in a corporate setting heavy with bureaucratic struc­

tures and capitalist values. For C. Wright Mills, the corporatization of 

American life meant the loss of those most prized social attributes, indi­

vidual autonomy and independence. 16 The American playwright Arthur 

Miller expressed that same sentiment in more dramatic form. Biff, Willy 

Lohman's eldest son in Miller's Death of a Salesman, gave simple but elo­

quent expression to the oppressive nature of modern business culture 

when he said, 

It's a measly manner of existence. To get on that subway in the 

hot mornings in summer. To devote your whole life to keeping 

stock, or making phone calls, or selling and buying. To suffer fifty 

weeks of the year for the sake of a two-week vacation, when all 

you really desire is to be outdoors with your shirt off. 1 7  

Taking a little metaphoric license with Arthur Miller's words, it strikes me 

that economic development in Micronesia, in its most general dimen­

sions, directed Micronesians to put on their shirts, get on the subway, and 

go indoors. 

Most Marxist critiques posit the general primacy of economic activity, 

or the relations of production, in human society. Although Marxian anal­

ysis has had a limited influence on the study of American society, there is 

a school of Marxist-influenced thought within American historiography 

that posits the primacy of economic institutions and values as lying at the 

heart of American society and history. The most noted work of this school 

is Charles Beard's An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the 



166 Chapter 6 

United States. In a second but related volume, The Idea of National. Interest, 

Beard argued that United States foreign policy, despite the ideological 
covering that cloaked it, stood not upon abstract principles, but upon the 
pursuit of national interests as defined by the realities of political econ­
omy . 1 8 While acknowledging the complex mix of capitalism, socialism, 
and liberalism in the making of American society, later revisionists such 
as William Appleman Williams, Gabriel Kolko, and Martin J. Sklar con­
tinued to focus on the economic forces that affected both the domestic and 
foreign policy of the United States. Sklar, in particular, describes the 
United States as a "market" or "economic" society whose essence resides 
in its modes of production, its system of exchange, and its concerns for 
property. 

In U.S .  history, market development has correlated strongly 
with societal development. The history of the United States has 
centered upon the stages of development of a market society, 
or of market societies codeveloping and interacting within 
the framework of one governmental system. 1 9  

From Federalism to Jacksonian Democracy through the Civil War, Open 
Door, the New Deal, and the Great Society, Sklar views the United States 
as itself a developing nation concerned to a large and essential degree 
with adjusting its modes of production to the changing historical circum­
stances affecting market economics.20 

Marshall Sahlins translates this emphasis on the primacy of economics 
into more fundamentally anthropological terms. In Culture and Practical 

Reason, Sahlins endeavors to reveal the fundamental economic values that 
infuse American society's priorities, concerns, and definitions of achieve­
ment and satisfaction. Conceding the durability of the concept of utility 
from neoclassical principles of economy, he writes of people in American 
society as measured in terms of their usefulness or utility; the value of 
work an individual does determines not only that person's level of com­
pensation and consumption, but his or her place in society and relation­
ship with other people and institutions. Where, to paraphrase Sahlins, 
people were once the object of production, the object of human activity in 
the modem economic world now becomes production.2 1  Rather than kin 
or kith, individuals follow an assumed utilitarian rationality that identi­
fies consumer goods as desirable ends made accessible through intense, 
dehumanizing, and highly regulated patterns of economic behavior. I 
would extend Sahlins' argument back in time a bit to assert that this refo­
cusing of human energies away from social groups or communities 
toward private, individual consumption resulted from the aforemen-
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tioned historical processes that displaced peoples from their land, sepa­

rated them from each other, and linked their welfare, indeed their sur­

vival, with the work they did for others. 

Anthropologists working in the Pacific remind us of the complex, intri­

cate, inseparable ways in which economic, political, social, and religious 

spheres of belief and practice are bound together for indigenous societies 

of the region. We who come from European and American shores deceive 

ourselves a little with the belief that, in Western societies, such spheres of 

activity are easily distinguished, separated, and isolated for study by those 

with appropriate training and credentials. Given the writings of Esteva, 

Escobar, Herbert, Thompson, Sklar, and Sahlins, and the global and 

national histories to which they refer, it seems possible to view the emer­

gence of modern economic society as an essentially cultural phenomenon 

in which concerns for labor, production, consumption, profit, and capital 

came to infuse heavily the very character of daily life and activity. Enclo­

sure movements, industrial revolutions,  the emergence of nation-states, 

imperialism and colonialism, the rise of corporate structures, and the 

bureaucratization of government are all, I believe, a part of the history 

that the United States brought to its colonization of the Caroline, Mari­

ana, and Marshall Islands. 

"Money for Nothing and Your Frozen Chickens for Free" 

A cliometric measure of the intent to remake Micronesia lies in the 

amount of American monies provided the Trust Territory.22 Between 

1951 and 1962, total congressional appropriations amounted to $56.9 

million, a very modest sum by most calculations. Levels of funding and 

program activity would change dramatically, however, beginning in 

1963. Prompted in part by the international criticism that followed the 

1961 UN Visiting Mission's report on America's misadministration of the 

islands, the United States Congress moved quickly to increase appropria­

tions to the Trust Territory. From $6.1 million in fiscal 1962, appropria­

tions jumped to $15 million in 1963; by fiscal 1976, steady increases 

in appropriations brought direct American assistance to $ 75.1 million 

( table 2) . With this rise in congressional appropriations, exports as a per­

centage of total cash inflow dropped dramatically. In 1948, the value of 

Micronesian exports had equaled 70.6 percent of total money inflows; in 

1979, the value of exports out of the Trust Territory dropped to ro.6 per­

cent of all revenues and monies received.23  

Economists tell us that the declining role of exports in the Trust 

Territory's increasingly subsidized economy resulted from a change in 

development strategies. New monies went not into direct development 



Table 2 U.S.  Assistance by Category, 1 947-1 982 

(in U.S. $millions) 

Year c 1pa Federal programs DOI and Otherb Total 

1 947 0.0 0.0 1 .0 1 .0 

1 948 0.0 0 .0  1 .0 1 .0 

1 949 0.0 0 .0 1 . 1 1 . 1  

1 950 0 .0 0 .0  0 .8  0 .8  

1 95 1  0 .0  0 .0  1 .0 1 .0 

1 952 0.0 0 .0 4 .3  4 .3  

1 953 0 .0  0 .0  5 .2  5 . 2  

1 954 0 .0  0 .0  4 .3  4 .3  

1 95 5  0.0 0 .0 5 . 0  5 . 0  

1 956 0 .0 0 .0  5 .0  5 . 0  

1 957 0 .0  0 .0 4 .8 4 .8 

1 958  0.0 0 .0  6 .2  6 .2  

1 959 0 .0  0 .0  4.9 4 .9  

1 960 0 .0 0 .0  5 . 2  5 .2  

1 96 1  0 .0  0 .0  5 .9  5 . 9  

1 962 0 .0  0 .0  6 . 1  6 . 1 

1 963 0 .0  2 .0  1 5 .0  1 7 .0 

1 964 0 .0 3 .0  1 5 .0 1 8.0  

1 965 0.0 4.0 1 7 . 5  2 1 .5 

1 966 0 .0  4. 5 1 7 .4  2 1 .9 

1 967 0 .0  6 .0 1 9 .2 25 . 2  

1 968 0 .0  6 . 1 20 .2 26 .3  

1 969 7 .6  6 . 2  22 .4 36 .2 

1 970 20.6 6 . 5  2 7 . 5  54.6 

1 97 1  25 . 3  7 .4  34 .6  67 .3  

1 972 20 .7  8 . 1 39 .3 68. 1 

1 973 1 6. 3  9 .4  43 . 7  69.4 

1 974 1 0. 2  1 1 . 1  48.2  69 . 5  

1 97 5  1 4. 8  1 1 . 9 55 .0  8 1 . 7  

1 976 1 4.3c 1 1 . 5 75 . 1 1 00 .9  

1 977 1 4.4' 2 5. 1  74.7 1 1 4. 2  

1 978 30 .7  3 1 .0 70.9 1 32 . 6  

1 979 54 .3  24. 1 60.3 1 38 .7  

1 980 4 1 . 9  2 5 . 5  57 . 1 1 24 . 5  

1 98 1  20 .7  25 .5  73 .8  1 20 .0  

1 982 2 .0  2 1 . 3  96 .6 1 1 9 .9  

a Capital Improvement Projects 
0 Un ited States Congress through United States Department of the Interim 

c F igures i ncomplete 

Source: Francis X. Hezel, S. J . ,  "A Brief Economic  H istory of M icronesia, " in Past Achievements 
and Future Possibilities, A Conference on Economic Development in Micronesia; Ponape, 

22-25 May 1 984 (Majuro, Marsha l l  Is lands: M icronesian Seminar, Ju ly, 1 984), p. 40. 
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projects, but into administrative and social services. Despite the recom­

mendations of the various development plans and studies, the Trust 

Territory government identified the more effective functioning of govern­

ment and the health and education of the population as necessary pre­

requisites for long-range economic development. To outside observers 

and specialists, this revised agenda for development had its flaws. For fis­

cal 1975, more than $21 million dollars, or 40 percent of the Trust Terri­

tory's total budget, was allocated to health and education; of this alloca­

tion, 70 percent or approximately $15 million went to pay the wages and 

salaries of employees in these two areas. 24 

Congressional appropriations were not the only avenue offederal assis­

tance for the Trust Territory. Funding for capital im.provem.ent projects 

proved a second and separate column of American aid. From. $ 7.6  million 

in fiscal 1969, money for capital im.provem.ent projects rose to $25.3 mil­

lion in 1971, declined to $10.2 million for 1974, and then increased 

sharply to $54.3 million in fiscal 1979.25 The publicly expressed purpose 

of these capital im.provem.ent funds was the development of a viable infra­

structure that would facilitate economic development and make possible 

greater political autonomy and self-government. 

American federal programs, concerned primarily with the provision of 

essential social welfare services to poor and low-income families within 

the United States, accounted for a third and significant source of funding 

for the Trust Territory. The strange history of American domestic welfare 

programs in Micronesia begins with President Lyndon B. Johnson and a 

speech he gave at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor on 22 May 

1964. In that speech, an insecure but ambitious Johnson sought to get 

beyond the legacy of his predecessor, the slain John F. Kennedy. At Ann 

Arbor, Johnson outlined a program. that, in the words of his biographer 

Doris Kearns, was intended as a gift to America and a m.onum.ent to him.­

self.26 The president sought to eliminate poverty and by so doing, create a 

"Great Society" for all Americans, 

where leisure is a welcome choice to build and reflect, not a 

feared cause of boredom. and restlessness . . .  where the city of 

m.an serves not only the needs of the body and the demands of 

com.m.erce, but the desire for beauty and the hunger for comm.u­

nity . . .  where m.en are more concerned with the quality of their 

goals than the quantity of their goods . . .  where the demands of 

morality, and the needs of the spirit, can be realized in the life of 

the nation. "27 
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Johnson spoke of three billion people in the rest of the world who had 

never known pleasure, prosperity, and freedom; they were waiting, he 

said, with hope and anticipation for their own societies to become great. 

Micronesians, however. would not have to wait. 

Congressional legislation passed earlier in 1963 had made the Trust 

Territory eligible to apply for domestic assistance programs administered 

through federal agencies in Washington, D.C. ,  and their regional offices 

throughout the country. Johnson's program for a Great Society sought to 

revitalize a declining nation and, in its extension to the Trust Territory of 

the Pacific Islands, offered Micronesians the status of an American minor­

ity group. Little thought was given to the matter of whether or not the 

people called Micronesians wanted to become members of Johnson's 

Great Society. It was simply assumed that they did. 

The Reach of US. Federal Programs in American Micronesia 

There is a need here, I reluctantly concede, to pay some attention to 

the econometrics of federal programs in Micronesia. The Trust Territory 

government received about $120 million in welfare assistance funds 

between fiscal years 1974 and 1979 ,  an average of approximately $20 

million a year for that period.28 Most of the federal assistance programs 

through which this money was administered supplemented efforts in 

health and education, the two budget categories receiving almost half the 

total annual congressional appropriations in this same period. In fiscal 

1977, a total of fourteen federal agencies provided $28 ,514,444 to the 

Trust Territory, a dollar amount that represented 25 percent of total U. S. 

assistance to the islands.29 The U.S .  Department of Health, Education and 

Welfare accounted for more than half of these federal funds; the U. S .  

Department of  Labor, primarily through programs established by Con­

gress under the Community Education and Training Program (CETA) , 

extended another $5 ,253 ,003. The Departments of Agriculture, Com­

merce, and Energy, along with the Action Agency, which now had 

administrative responsibility for the Peace Corps program, also proved to 

be major sources of domestic assistance funds for the Trust Territory. 

These figures did not begin to approach the potential scope for Amer­

ican domestic welfare programs in Micronesia. A 1978 report by the 

Department of the Interior discovered that the Trust Territory was partic­

ipating in only 166 of the 482 programs for which it was eligible.30 The 

findings presented in the report had a quick, dramatic, and visible effect. 

By March 1979 ,  90 federal offices were operating within the islands and 

under the organizational framework of the Trust Territory government; 
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in addition to these ninety, another eight federal agencies, including the 
U.S. Weather Service, Post Office, and Coast Guard, were active in Micro­
nesia but worked outside the Trust Territory government's administra­
tive structure.31 

Federal programs in education focused on teacher training and the 
development of special English language programs. Later programs pro­
vided funding for work in special education, curriculum development, 
and vocational training.32 In its extension to the Trust Territory, CETA 
sought to provide job training and temporary work opportunities for eco­
nomically disadvantaged, unemployed, and underemployed persons­
distinctions imposed crudely and that rested awkwardly against the 
nature and purposes of work in different Micronesian societies. 33 Social 
welfare proved a major focus of many of the federal programs extended 
to the islands. The passage of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 
allowed for the establishment of community action agencies, a Microne­
sian legal services office, and economic opportunity offices in each of the 
then six districts of the Trust Territory. The local community action agen­
cies were charged with surveying and analyzing the causes of poverty, 
designing strategies and mobilizing private and public resources to allevi­
ate those causes, developing innovative solutions to problems of public 
organization, and coordinating activities with appropriate agencies. 34 

The Head Start program for preschool-aged children, the Neighborhood 
Youth Corps, the Job Corps program, and special programs for the elderly 
were all funded through and administered by the district community 
action agencies. The agencies programs were seen as assisting the gen­
eral goal of economic development, which was said to include promoting 
the acceleration of economic growth compatible with orderly social, cul­
tural, and political change.3s 

Whereas larger U.S. interests were overwhelmingly strategic, the 
nature of the American colonial presence for most of the islands, the 
Marshalls excepted, was primarily bureaucratic. Federal programs added 
to this bureaucratic layering as the laws under which they were autho­
rized required the establishment of advisory councils, liaison officers, and 
local offices with salaried staffs. The positions created through these legal 
requirements, coupled with the temporary employment training posi­
tions supported by CETA money, accounted for a third of the 8 ,600 Trust 
Territory government jobs in fiscal 1978. 36 

Federal programs designed to respond to American domestic needs 
and situations could become inanely distorted crossing Micronesian 
beaches. According to the definition of poverty drafted by the Office of 
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Economic Opportunity, one of the principal administrative vehicles of 
Johnson's Great Society, almost all indigenous residents of the Trust Ter­
ritory qualified as members of poor and low-income families and were 
thus eligible for benefits from a variety of assistance programs. Many 
Micronesians discovered that they were not only poor but old, or at least 
older than they thought. Title III of the Older Americans Act was extended 
to Micronesia on 26 May 1970 and led to the establishment of the Terri­
torial Office of Aging under the Community Development Division of the 
Trust Territory Public Affairs Department.3 7 The criterion for identifying 
the elderly in Micronesia was a liberal, expansive one. The harsh condi­
tions of life caused by "particularly subsistence levels of existence" led the 
Territorial Office of Aging to consider those as young as forty-five to be 
potential members of a category called the "premature elderly" and thus 
entitled to enrollment in special programs for senior citizens in employ­
ment, education, transportation, housing, and health care. 

Equally ironic was the Historic Preservation Program administered 
through the U. S .  Department of Interior's National Parks Service. The 
program sought to protect important historic properties in the Trust Ter­
ritory by requiring formal identification,  survey, and review procedures 
for any improvement or construction project using federal 
money.38 Sites of particular importance were eligible for inclusion on the 
United States Register of Historic Properties, an option that seemed as 
much about possession as it did preservation. What often went unchal­
lenged was that the threats to historic properties in Micronesia often 
came from construction or development projects made possible by other 
federally funded programs. The definition of what constituted a "historic" 
property and the criteria by which the preservation requirements of a des­
ignated historic property were evaluated constituted yet another set of 
ironies in the administration of the program. 

By the end of the 1970s, "welfare state" and "economic basket case" 
were the phrases being employed to describe the economy of the Trust 
Territory. The figures to support these descriptions seemed incontrovert­
ible. In fiscal 1970 ,  total American funding from congressional appropri­
ations, capital improvement projects, and domestic federal assistance 
programs amounted to $54.6 million; by 1979 ,  total federal assistance 
had skyrocketed to $138 .7  million with federal programs and capital 
improvement projects accounting for nearly 60 percent of that figure, or 
more than $ 70 million. In this same ten-year period. the value of exports 
as a percentage of total cash inflows ranged between 7. 7 percent and rn.6 
percent, while the value of imported goods was nearly six times that of 
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export earnings. 39 Even more shocking to some was the character of 

these imports. Rice, alcohol, and tobacco products constituted the three 

largest categories of imported goods; their prominence in the Trust Terri­

tory's import structure suggested to some consumption of a most irre­
sponsible sort. 40 

The physical appearance of the islands had changed, especially in the 
district centers, and for the worse in the minds of most development spe­

cialists. Where there had once been only one motor vehicle on Majuro as 

late as 1960, there were 200 by 1965, all traversing the thirty-mile stretch 

of road that connected the islets that made up the Majuro Atoll com­

plex. 41 By 1972, the number of vehicles owned by Marshallese had 

reached 510, with the total number of indigenously owned vehicles for 

the entire Trust Territory registering at 2,929.42 The increase in Amer­

ican funding meant more jobs and higher wages which, in turn, drew 

greater numbers of people to the district towns or centers. Island entre­

preneurs built pool halls, bars, movie theaters, car shops, and numerous 

retail stores to serve this increased population. The haphazard mix of new 

concrete buildings, dilapidated quonset huts from navy times, simple ply­

wood structures with corrugated tin roofs, and lean-tos made out of avail­

able scrap material led one observer to call the urban centers of the 

islands "the most beautiful scrap heap in the world."43 

The variety of goods appearing in Micronesian stores and the increas­

ing size of those stores struck some as markedly at odds with popular con­

ceptions of life on Pacific islands. On Majuro, Robert Reimer, a local Mar­

shallese businessman, opened an air-conditioned supermarket advertised 
as the largest, most complete of its kind in the entire Trust Territory. The 

inventory of goods offered for sale from aisles upon aisles of open shelves 
included 

New York-made bell bottom trousers, a bottle of Philippine 
beer, an assortment of hose and pine fittings made in Michigan, 
English tea biscuits, French perfume, Swiss cheese, New Zealand 

leg of lamb, Hongkong toys, Japanese tape recorders, Australian 
butter, Danish luncheon meat. California dates, Argentine 

corned beef, Taiwan artificial flowers, German tools, Italian 

olive oil, Hawaiian jellies, and a custard cone whipped up 
while you wait at the store's snack shop.44 

The seeming lack of order, direction, and sense to all of the construction 

and consumption made possible by increased American funding scandal­

ized those sent to help develop the islands economically. Reports from 
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specialists in the field were despairing. An economic development officer 

with the Trust Territory government on Yap told a New York Times 

reporter in 1977, 

Yap is a living refutation that there is no such thing as a free 
lunch. Here, it's a smorgasbord . . .  a post-industrial leisure 
society with a guaranteed annual income. They just skipped 

the industrial part. Fortunately, they have a good growth-sector, 

federal funds.45 

A United Nations development economist on the same island added, "We 

told them [the Yapese] you can't have both welfare and development; 

they clearly prefer welfare. "46 

The Politics of Feeding 

No federal assistance program extended to Micronesia generated more 

controversy, however, than the Needy Family Feeding Program. Indeed, 

the word "feeding" strongly suggests colonial hierarchies of power as 

revealed by the identities of those who feed and those who are fed. In 

American Micronesia of the mid-197os, students were the first fed. In 

November 1975 ,  the United States Congress passed Public Law 94-105 

authorizing the implementation of the National School Lunch and Break­

fast Program. In that same month, a food services officer from the U. S .  

Department of Agriculture (USDA) arrived on Saipan "to begin quelling 

this last frontier in Child Nutrition. "47 By 1979 ,  2 75 out of a total of 3n 

schools in  Micronesia, including the Commonwealth of  the Northern 
Marianas, were participating in the school feeding program; only 2 ,682 

students out of a total territory-wide enrollment of 38 ,447 remained 

beyond the reach of the project.48 In addition to feeding almost every stu­

dent in the Trust Territory, the program included funds for special sum­

mer 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 I979 came to $8 , 855 ,534.49 

In late 1978 ,  the Trust Territory food services officer, George Bussell, 
announced plans to extend the school feeding program to all needy fami­

lies in the islands. Given the definition of poverty provided by the Office of 
Economic Opportunity, Bussell 's announcement meant that, in effect, the 

United States Department of Agriculture would undertake to feed every 

woman, man, and child identifying themselves as Micronesians. Projec­

tions called for the feeding of 86,ooo people at an estimated additional 

annual cost of $39,695,940. 50 Every Micronesian was to receive twenty 
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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 suf­
ficient to provide three meals a day per person over the two-month allot­
ment period. 

Reaction to the Needy Family Feeding Program was immediate and 
diverse within and beyond the Trust Territory. Enthusiasm for the federal 
feeding program was most pronounced in Chuuk. In a speech before the 
Congress of Micronesia, Senator Nick Bossy declared emphatically that 
there was a need and desire for the Needy Family Feeding Program in 
Chuuk and that the United States "did not ram the feeding program down 
the throats of the people ofTruk." 51  Chuuk district's large population and 
its scarcity of land and other natural resources made the program neces­
sary. Bossy took strong exception to criticisms that asserted the irre­
versibility of dependency if Micronesia continued to accept federal assis­
tance programs on such a massive scale. Quite the contrary, insisted 
Bossy; food assistance would allow the people time to raise more local 

Boxes of USDA food on a beach in the Marshal ls. (Trust Territory 

Archives, Pacific Col lection ,  Un iversity of Hawai ' i  Library) 
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crops. The people of Chuuk would not themselves to become 

dependent on USDA surplus food; they desired to be self-reliant "just as 

any people anywhere. "  In an 8 November 1978 letter to Resio Moses, the 

chief administrator of the Trust Territory government's Community Ser­

vices Department, Simeon Innocenti, a member of the Chuuk State Legis­

lature, described external food supplements as of vital importance "until 

such time [as] locally produced food stuffs are enough to substitute for the 

frightening volume of imported food whose prices are so murderous to the 

needy people. " 52 

Voices of opposition to the feeding program were heard loudest in 

areas immediately to the east and west of Chuuk. Representative Kiku 

Apis of Pohnpei expressed his deep reservations in a speech delivered from 

the floor of the House of Representatives on rn November 1978 . 53  Apis 

decried the lack of economic development in Micronesia. The congress­

man complained that an extravagantly paid army of American civil ser­

vants and expatriate contract employees had turned Micronesia's islands 

into "graveyards of their poorly planned and impractical projects. "  Given 

the identity of the planners, Apis wondered if there was an element of 

intent in the deplorable mess that economic development had become in 

the islands. Apis then turned specifically to the subject of federal pro­

grams that, he said, subverted Micronesian efforts at self-reliance. Com­

menting in particular on the Needy Family Feeding Program, Apis wor­

ried that within a few months Micronesians would lose all capability of 

feeding themselves, becoming, in essence. slum dwellers in a land con­

trolled and inhabited by increasing numbers of non-Micronesians. 

"Believe me, "  declared Apis, "colonialism is not dead and we are not free . "  

Though ethnically Pingelapese, Apis echoed the concerns of many 

Pohnpeians among his constituents over culturally prescribed notions of 

personal responsibility and autonomy. Ohl sohte kin kamwenge ohl-"Men 

do not feed men"-is a Pohnpeian proverb that regards as shameful and 

unacceptable the dependence on another for one's livelihood and suste­

nance. Not everyone in Apis ' congressional district felt this way, though. 

Although a plurality of his multiethnlc constituency were, like him, from 

the island of Pingelap, some two hundred miles southeast of Pohnpei 

proper, these Pingelapese held decidedly different notions of dependency 

drawn from the experiences of their past and their present. The limited 

land area and environmental inventory of their home island, coupled 

with the extremely crowded urban conditions of their large community 

on Pohnpei, made the Pingelapese more wary of dependence on Pohn­

peians than on Americans. For the Pingelapese, then , reliance on the 
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wealth of distant colonizers was preferable to dependence on their more 

physically proximate, considerably less wealthy, and oftentimes less hos­

pitable Pohnpeian hosts. Apis' opposition to the Needy Family Feeding 

Program cost him his congressional seat in the next election. 
John Mangefel, one of the two senators now representing Yap in the 

Congress of Micronesia, resorted to humor and satire to convey his con­
cerns over the extension of American domestic feeding programs in Micro­

nesia. 54 A graduate of the University of Hawai'i with a degree in English 

literature and a privileged, high-caste member of Yapese society, Mange­
fel took a position that reflected the sentiments of a still powerful, deeply 
entrenched, subtly resistant council of paramount chiefs wary of the 

A " Needy" M icronesian fami ly. The caption to this photograph, which 
accompanied an article, " Nutrition : A Social Problem/ by World 

Health Organ ization nutrition ist Moises Behar, reads " Low i ncome 
groups inevitably consist of uneducated people with low socia l status. 

Many of the chi ldren die at an early age from disease and malnutri­
tion , resu lting in the need to compensate by bearing a larger number 
of ch i ldren . "  (Micronesian Reporter, 24, 2 ( 1 976); Trust Territory 

Archives, Pacific Col lection, Un iversity of Hawai' i  Library) 
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threat posed to their rank and status by the structures and policies of 
American colonialism. Unlike Apis, Mangefel would pay no political price 
for his dissent. In one of a series of public letters to his imaginary cousin 
Ngabchai, the Yapese senator remarked that Micronesia had joined 
Russia and China as recipients of American farm surplus. Observing that 
the two Communist nations were considered enemies of the United States, 
Mangefel wondered about the implications of Micronesia's receipt of such 
aid. Had the United States declared a food war on Micronesia too? More 
than a little suspicious of the statistics and criteria used to ascertain 
Micronesian eligibility for welfare assistance programs, Mangefel mar­
veled, for example, at how 41,000 Chunkese had been declared eligible for 
the feeding program when working figures in Micronesia indicated a pop­
ulation for Chunk of 35 ,000. "How they managed to feed six-thousand 
(6 ,000) who do not exist is beyond me, " Mangefel mused. 

Mangefel suspected that there were many Americans who probably 
needed the food far more than most Micronesians, and he expressed belief 
that many in the islands would end up feeding the food allotments to their 
pigs and chickens. All in all, Mangefel thought the gift horse of American 
domestic programs might be a Trojan horse; he offered the opinion that 
American largesse in Micronesia altered the adage "Never look a gift 
horse in the mouth,"  to read "Always look a gift horse in the mouth and 
the stomach too . "  Another congressman, Julio M. Akapito of Chunk, 
challenged the culturally arrogant, racially biased, and politically self­
serving assumptions and definitions that underlay the extension of Amer­
ican domestic welfare programs into Micronesia. Akapito saw no need 
whatsoever for the family feeding program in Chuuk: "I have lived in 
Truk for the past thirty years and I have never gone 'hungry. ' " 5 5  

American officials working in the Trust. Territory were quick to respond 
to criticisms of the Needy Family Feeding Program by members of the 
Congress of Micronesia. George Bussell accused Micronesian congres­
sional critics of perpetuating an old tribal system of control by keeping 
people ignorant of modem-day options and opportunities. 56 N. Neiman 
Craley, a special assistant to High Commissioner Adrian Winkel, scoffed 
at the suggestion of potential conspiracy behind the infusion of federal 
program money into Micronesia. Reflecting on the situation in a letter to 
former high commissioner William R. Norwood dated II February 1980,  
Craley wrote , "In no way do I regard it  as a clumsy attempt by the United 
States to disrupt native cultural patterns and force islanders to increase 
their dependence on our life style and standards.  This they are prepared 
to do without any encouragement by United States offi.cials. " 5 7 
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Micronesian officials of the Trust Territory government such as Resio 

Moses, the chief administrator of the Department of Community Services, 

and Lazarus Salii, the director of the Department of Social Services, took a 

far more conciliatory approach that exposed their own personal, profes­

sional, and cross-cultural dilemmas. In a gentle letter to Mangefel, Moses 

noted that the people of the Marshalls, Pohnpei, Chuuk, and two atolls in 

the Yap group, through their elected leaders, had all clearly requested fed­

eral program assistance. Moses also could have mentioned in his letter a 

request for food assistance from the chiefs of the villages of Utwe, Tafun­

sak:, Malem, and Lelu on Kosrae. 58 Moses reminded Mangefel that neither 

the Trust Territory nor American governments were attempting to force 

federal programs on the people of Micronesia. The programs were being 

made available to the people of Micronesia: "It is ," wrote Moses, "our peo­

ple's decision to accept or not accept such a program." In a separate letter 

to Akapito, Moses admitted that he shared many of the congressman's 

doubts about the actual existence of hunger and poverty in greater Micro­

nesia but nonetheless felt bound to facilitate the implementation of federal 

assistance programs as requested by the peoples of Micronesia. In 

response to a request from the high commissioner, Lazarus Salii wrote a 

sixteen-point, three-page memorandum detailing his office's on-going 

review of federal programs, their effects, and applicability to Micronesia. 

Salii' s report, inconclusive and ambivalent in its analysis, left open the 

question about future involvement and levels of funding. 59 

The debate over the Needy Family Feeding Program and the more 

general issue of dependency it raised extended beyond the islands. John 

Mangefel' s speculation on the actual uses to which Micronesians might 

put free American food proved prophetic. In mid-19 79,  a Columbia 

Broadcasting Company film crew shooting footage for the television news 

program 60 Minutes came across-or perhaps had staged-a young 

Chuukese male on Weno feeding a can of clearly labeled USDA meat to a 

pig. The inclusion of the footage in a segment highly critical of the Ameri­

can administration of the Trust Territory caused a minor outcry in the 

United States. The National Enquirer, a highly sensationalist tabloid with 

a large national readership, alerted its readers to a situation in Paradise 

where unemployment was twice the American national average, where 

beer cans littered the beaches, and where federal programs paid for by 

American taxpayers' money provided each resident of the islands with an 

annual average assistance of $797.60 An audit of federal grants carried 

out by the U. S .  Comptroller for Guam and the Trust Territory in Decem­

ber 1978 concluded that, by and large, feeding programs created a debili-
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preference for foreign goods over locally grown foods, undermined 
the strong work ethic needed for economic development, diminished the 
possibilities of self-reliance, and, in short, promoted dependency.61 

Official responses to the controversy were cautious at first. In a series 
of letters to High Commissioner Winkel, Ruth Van Cleve, the director of 
the Department of the Interior's Office of Territorial Affairs in Washing­
ton, D.C. ,  reacted to the criticisms with mildly skeptical queries about the 
need for and appropriateness of American domestic welfare assistance in 
Micronesia. Responding to the pressures and passions of the debate, 
Winkel, on 31  October 1978, ordered a containment of all federal pro­
grams at the levels of funding and program then existing.62 In 
addition, the high commissioner mandated the aforementioned review by 
Lazarus Salii's office with the intention of identifying programs for imme­
diate elimination or general phase-out because of their inappropriateness 
or marginal The high commissioner's directive, made with the 
concurrence of the Department of [nterior officials in Washington, cur­
tailed the expansion of American domestic welfare programs in the Trust 
Territory. Prom $25 .5 million in fiscal 1980,  the dollar amounts of federal 
programs would drop to $25,3 million and $25 million respec­
tiveiy, over the next two years.63 After 1979 ,  the matter of federal pro­
grams would become a critical element in the negotiations over future 
political status between the lJnited States and the different Micronesian 
political entities that were emerging from the old colonial structure 
known as the U. S .  Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands. 

There were other takes on the assumed correlation between increased 
federal programs and greater dependency. A review conducted by Urban 
Systems Research and Engineering of Cambridge, Massachusetts, and 

in 1982 under the title Grant Consolidation for the U. S. Territories

regarded the problem of federal programs in Micronesia as more struc­
tural than political or economic.64 The study concluded that the adminis­
tration of individual or categorical grant programs imposed particular 
burdens and created additional barriers for American territories already 
disadvantaged by their small size, geographical remoteness, cultural and 
linguistic diversity, less-developed economies, and limited managerial 
resources. The authors of the report recommended consolidating cate­
gorical grant programs under a bloc arrangement as a way to eliminate 
the duplication, inappropriateness, mismanagement, and bureaucratic 
complications of many federal programs. Under grant consolidation, the 
different Micronesian governments would be offered a lump-sum dollar 
amount that they could then apply to the funding of specific federal pro-
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grams they themselves chose. Not coincidentally, the recommendations 

of the report mirrored the American negotiating team's position on the 

future role of federal programs in the Federated States of Micronesia, the 

Republic of the Marshalls, and the Republic of Palau. 65 

The issues involved in the debate over American welfare programs in 

Micronesia were considered by local groups in venues outside the power 

centers of Washington, D.C., and Saipan. A conference sponsored by the 

Micronesian Seminar, a Catholic Mission organization then situated on 

the island ofWeno in Chuuk Lagoon, brought together missionaries, aca­

demic specialists, Micronesian elected officials and government employ­

ees, and representatives from American federal agencies. The focus of the 

conference was an assessment of the overall effect of federal programs on 

Micronesian societies, and the drafting of an effective set of guidelines for 

determining the relevance and appropriateness of a given federal pro­

gram before its acceptance and implementation. The overall tone of the 

conference reflected the conveners' deep concerns over the negative effect 

of the programs on the ability of the people to develop an effective, self­

reliant economy that would help ensure the autonomy of their govern­

ments. The conference's Jesuit sponsors also sought to address the moral 

and ethical dilemmas they saw posed by the extension of American 

domestic welfare programs into Micronesia. Having listened to a number 

of presentations on the dimensions and devastating effects of federal pro­

grams in the Trust Territory, many participants readily agreed that there 

was much to be concerned about. The dependency of Native Americans 

on federal assistance and the general character oflife on government-run 

reservations were noted for their disturbing parallels with the situation 

in Micronesia. 66 

During the course of the seminar, however, other voices emerged that 

suggested different understandings of the issues raised by the influx of 

American federal programs into Micronesia. Micronesian employees of 

the Trust Territory administration acknowledged the mismanagement 

and inappropriateness of some of the programs but considered the major­

ity of them to be helpful. Andon Amarich of Chuuk, the chairman of the 

Federated States of Micronesia's Commission on Future Political Status 

and Transition, described the financial resources provided by federal pro­

grams as necessary and vital to the survival of his fledgling government 

and its people. Anthropologist Mark Borthwick from Duke University 

reminded the gathering of the problematic and various meanings of the 

word "dependency." Borthwick contrasted the complex, dependent, and 

ultimately nourishing social relationships that gave order and cohesion 
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to Micronesian societies with the dependence of national economies on 

contributing domestic sectors and larger global systems. Still other com­

ments made during the course of the gathering hinted at more local, 

deeply rooted ways of living and being in the world. At the conclusion of 

the conference, one participant wondered tellingly whether dependence 

was an American or a Micronesian fear. 67 

The question suggested something of the fundamentally different views 

that informed the whole issue of federal programs and economic develop­

ment in Micronesia and of local efforts to invert the debate and to redefine 

the reigning notions of dependency and responsibility. Sasauo Haruo, in a 

speech before the House of Representatives on IO November 1978 ,  noted 

that he had never opposed federal programs in Micronesia because they 

were so relatively modest in size and scope compared to the needs of the 

people. Haruo also pointed to the need to consider more fully and care­

fully America's obligations by international agreement to provide for the 

welfare and development of Micronesia. Playing on the word "welfare, "  

Haruo noted that the Needy Family Feeding Program was indeed about 

welfare-people's welfare. Haruo went on to add a cultural dimension to 

the issue. The congressman noted that in larger Micronesia it was cus­

tomary not to refuse a gift. A gift represented a sign of goodwill and friend­

ship and was often expressive of social relationships and the obligations 

that those relationships entailed. Haruo said that, given these cultural cir­

cumstances, many Micronesians in his district found it difficult to under­

stand the debate over food assistance and other federal programs. 68 

Haruo's comments hinted at the ways in which goods, and the norms 

and values embedded in them, become changed, their meanings altered, 

in crossing cultural boundaries .  The insight does not belong to Haruo 

alone. Nicholas Thomas has reminded us about the culturally and histor­

ically contexted entanglement of objects exchanged between Pacific and 

Euro-American peoples. So have ethnographers James Peoples, Glenn 

Petersen, and DeVerne Reed Smith. Peoples, specifically addressing the 

relevance of dependency theory to late-twentieth-century Kosrae, con­

cludes that the interplay of endogenous and exogenous forces on the 

island is too complex and locally affected to speak about the triumph of 

imperialism or even the ascendancy of the forces of global capitalism. 

Lingering memories of a precolonial past, the prominence of an appro­

priated Congregational Church, persisting patterns of subsistence pro­

duction and land use, the continuing strength of kinship ties, and the 

frequency of a variety of ceremonial occasions and celebrations all work 

to sustain a unique, locally focused society. On Pohnpei, Petersen has 
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written of people not at all reluctant to take advantage of most material 
goods and technologies brought to their island from foreign shores, but 
who remain essentially unwilling to transform themselves into produc­
tive, thrifty, cost-conscious capitalists. In her study of Palauan social 
structure, Smith calls our attention to the still active, integral role of 
women and matrilineages in the determination of value, the obligations 
of exchange, and the distribution of land and important cultural goods. 69 

Other expressions of developmental dilemmas by Micronesians distin­
guished themselves significantly in tone and character from either politi­
cians' speeches or ethnographers' analyses. A report produced by the gov­
ernor's office in Chuuk-Sudden Impact: Social and Economic Consequences 

of U.S. Federal Program Withdrawal-made it clear how necessary federal 
programs had become to the local economy and how disruptive would be 
their elimination. 7° Noting Roosevelt's New Deal as establishing prece­
dent for Americans' rights to certain social entitlements, the local authors 
of Sudden Impact argued that federal programs in Chuuk had become fun­
damental; bureaucratic concerns over whether or not federal grants 
would supplant rather than supplement local resources made no sense 
and were irrelevant. The report spoke of the obligations of the United 
States toward Chuuk. Inverting traditional liberal concerns over self­
reliance and social welfare, the report went on, 

Much has been said, especially by Americans, about how good 
it would be for Micronesians to have federal grant programs 
withdrawn form the area. This "stop the welfare" mentality is 
as shallow as the Truk reef. It presumes that the nature of U.S. 
grants has been to give a "free ride" to money-hungry and lazy 
populations. The same ideas have been expressed domestically 
in the United States, about Latinos and Native Americans-
and, of course, the entire black population. Whenever a people 
has been systematically denied access to rapid, improved quality 
of life, compensatory programs from those holding power have 
been assailed by racists, reactionaries, and liberal know-nothings 
as "destructive of the work ethic," or "damaging to culture" or 
"leading to increased expectations." Such notions are integral 
to the historically impossible task of keeping the native popu­
lation down. 71 

The report concluded that, history aside, the effects of reducing federal 
programs in Chuuk would be social and economic chaos, labor unrest, 
massive layoffs, and increased crime and violence. 
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Having Their "Cake of Custom" and Eating It Too? 

What sense to make of these discourses? What I think emerges first and 
foremost is the polyvocality of comments. Distinct groups of colonizers 
spoke to the issues differently. Development experts expressed frustration 
and exasperation at the pace of economic development and at the under­
mining counterforce to development that federal programs seemed to 
pose. Federal bureaucrats acted from the charters and regulations that 
governed their lives and professional responsibilities ,  while Trust 
Territory officials reacted cautiously to pressures from within and beyond 
the islands. Missionaries insisted on more attention to what they per­
ceived as the moral and ethical dilemmas of development and to the social 
disruption brought on by major changes in patterns of living ,  working, 
and interacting as a community. Academic observers and liberal com­
mentators expressed a mix of criticism that often indicted the American 
government for its exploitation of the area and blamed Micronesians 
for submitting so uncritically to that exploitation. All of these varying 
responses, however, lay subsumed under a larger American ethos that 
held economic development to be an essentially necessary, desirable, and 
inevitable process. There were different ideas about how Micronesia was 
to be remade and for what purposes , but all agreed it would be remade. 

Walter Bagehot, the political economist of the late nineteenth century, 
wrote of the "cake of custom" in primitive societies that repressed liberty, 
originality, and social development. 72 Bagehot argued that freedom of 
thought and the spirit of invention, the prerequisites of progress ,  could 
only occur after the "cake of custom" had been cracked. It would be, I 
think, reductionism of a gross sort to characterize Micronesians in their 
responses to the dependency debate as trying to have their "cake of cus­
tom" and eat it too. Responses from island societies varied widely. Some 
elected officials, speaking in English and in ways that might sound alarm­
ingly familiar to postmodernist sensitivities, seemed to concur in the per­
ception of the threat that American domestic welfare programs posed to 
local efforts at self-sufficiency and self-reliance. Some spoke of immediate, 
seriously felt physical needs alleviated significantly, if only temporarily, 
by special American assistance. Others expressed a consciousness of the 
issue of dependency that hinted at more localized, culturally contexted 
understandings of power, responsibility, obligation, and gift. And there 
was that document from the governor' s  office on Chuuk, Sudden Impact,

which challenged liberal American criticisms of development and colo­
nialism in Micronesia as constituting an essentially racist, inaccurate, 
privileged perspective that refuted or suppressed more indigenous con­
ceptions of the dependency issue. 
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We are, I believe, only at the beginning of understanding what eco­

nomic development really is and what it might mean to others who are 

the objects or subjects of its agenda. Much remains to be considered. Race, 

gender, and class are fundamental categories of analysis in any consider­

ation of economic development. In American Micronesia, these issues 

haunt the crosscultural politics of development in deep and troubling 

ways. It would be a short, partial, but not necessarily inaccurate history 

that wrote of economic development as the business of men, white men, 

who, in their efforts to remake Micronesia and Micronesians, sought to 

recruit and educate a few good local mimic-men in the replication of an 

economic culture heavily infused with notions of patriarchy and class, if 

not race. 

And there is the undeniable link between economic development and 

domination in American Micronesia, a link that I believe shows itself else­

where in other continuing colonial arrangements in the Pacific and the 

world. Maurice Godelier writes that "the power of domination consists of 

two indissoluble elements whose combination constitutes its strength: 

violence and consent. " The disruption to established, localized patterns of 

human organization wrought by efforts at economic development is most 

certainly violent. I prefer, however, the word "assent" rather than "con­

sent" to characterize the variety of local Micronesian responses to the 

forces of domination. As Inga Clendinnen has shown in her study of Maya 

and Spaniard in the Yucatan, the use of the word "assent" admits to the 

possibility of local, alternative processes employed to blunt and transform 

the instruments of hegemony and control. In American Micronesia, 

understanding dependency depends, I think, on taking up Raymond 

Williams' call to unlearn the "inherent dominative mode" through which 

ultimately self-serving knowledge about ourselves and others is derived 

and reified. 73 The discourse in favor of American-style development 

worked to block alternative understandings of the meaning and nature of 

dependence and the hegemonic history around it. Advertisements for 

development as necessary, desirable, and progressive could do little, how­

ever, to cloak the horrors of nuclear testing in the Marshalls. Here, the 

exercise of American power was raw, naked, and not much concerned 

with explaining itself or assuming responsibility, at least initially, for the 

destruction, disruption, and divisions it caused within Marshallese soci­

ety. It is to the history of American nuclear testing in the Marshalls that 

I now turn. 
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Dumping on Ebeye 

In much of American Micronesia, efforts at cultural transformation 

through what has been called economic development proved a slow, con­

fused, erratic, incomplete, even contradictory process at times. Not so in 

the Marshall Islands, however; more particularly on those atolls and 

islands disturbed directly and deeply by America's nuclear testing pro­

gram. Here, strategic imperatives allowed little or no time for a program 

of planned transformation. Understanding the dominant discourse of eco­

nomic development in Micronesia, then, entails recognizing the conse­

quences of its initial absence. For many Marshallese, there would be no 

discursive rhetoric with which to contend, but rather an immediate, 

direct, unsettling confrontation with the hard, cold face of American mil­

itary power. Proposals for economic development would follow as an 

almost begrudging, compensatory afterthought on how to redress the 

environmental and social devastation caused within the Marshalls .  

The story of American nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands is a 

tragic, continuing one that begins on I July 1946 with the detonation of 

a nuclear device, code named Able, on Bikini Atoll. The story includes 68  

separate nuclear tests between 1946 and 19.58 ;  the forced displacement of 

the peoples of Bikini and Enewetak atolls, their sufferings in search of new 

homes; the disease and death caused by nuclear fallout on the inhabitants 

of the nearby atolls of Rongelap, Rongerilc, and Utirik; the prolonged 

efforts on the part of all of these people to seek redress and compensation 

from the United States government; the failed efforts to rehabilitate a too 

severely contaminated Bikini in the case of Enewetak, a return 

to an atoll once again inhabitable but forever by the nuclear 

explosions that took place on it. 1 The histories here are not of induced 

transformation, but of violent, immediate, near-total disruption. They are 

histories that have been recorded by others , histories that need to be con­

fronted. 

In this chapter, I focus on the effects of nuclear missile testing in the 

1 86 



Dumping on Ebeye 187 

Kwajalein Atoll complex, more particularly on the island ofEbeye within 

that complex. Missile testing in Kwajalein brought disturbance and dis­

ruption of a particular character; as in those areas of the Marshalls 

affected by nuclear detonations, the strategic logic that compelled missile 

testing in the Kwajalein Atoll complex forced the abandonment of any 

discourse on development. Ebeye, often likened to a small urban ghetto by 

the early 1960s, served as a convenient site for the placement of all of the 

unexpected, barely imaginable, and little-cared-about problems that test­

ing in Kwajalein caused, all of the problems that America's military and 

later civilian administrations had no time to confront or resolve. Condi­

tions on Ebeye deteriorated so rapidly that, by 1979, American officials 

began speaking of the need for "redevelopment. " Jane Dibblin writes 

of the "dumping" that resulted on Ebeye from postwar rehabilitation 

schemes, nuclear testing, and the establishment of the Pacific Missile 

Range on the island of Kwajalein itself.2 A cruel metaphor, dumping 

offers a thematic approach with which to examine the "mess" created on 

Ebeye by American strategic needs, the culturally contexted ways in 

which different groups of Americans and Marshallese attempted to 

understand that mess, and the further entanglements resulting from 

imposed solutions sometimes as oppressive and demeaning as the prob­

lems they sought to address. 

Metaphor as a Way of Getting to Ebeye 

Greg Derring has stated that metaphor is a strategic tool for manipu­

lating masses of material; it allows for the identification and repetition of 

a simple, central point and for the dramatization of time and chronologi­

cal sequence.3 A metaphor, writes the University of Melbourne scholar, is 

also a claim, albeit imperfect, for authenticity and for "being there. "  Meta­

phor, then, provides access to Ebeye, a place many of us have never heard 

of let alone visited, but a place whose past deeply affects the global pre­

sent. The use of metaphor to talk about developments on Ebeye invites 

risk, but risk which, I think, pales against the larger issues of history, cul­

ture, and power that are manifest there. 

I choose the unpleasant metaphor of dumping with which to approach 

a reflection on the social conditions of American missile testing in 

Kwajalein Atoll because it so effectively reveals the ways in which differ­

ent groups of colonizers and colonized struggled to make a place for them­

selves in America's most strategic of Pacific possessions. Ebeye, in partic­

ular, became a dumping ground for all of the problems resulting from 

American nuclear testing in the Pacific. The struggle around Ebeye 
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revealed, exacerbated, and at other times created divisions within both 
the colonizing and colonized cultures. In short, the history of Ebeye defies 
the neat analysis, simple categorizations , and extreme oppositions that 
academic specialists have applied to their studies. 

Dumping and other related and em.ployed metaphors such as " slum, " 
"ghetto, "  "reservation," "cesspool," and "festering sore" are not only cruel, 
but sometimes dangerous .  Rooted in colonial perceptions and values ,  
such metaphors, even when used by sympathetic observers to call atten­
tion to the abuses of American policy in the Marshalls , can denigrate 
inadvertently the subjects of their concern. Critiques of the "Ebeye prob­
lem.," produced in and enabled by the colonizing culture, can them.selves 
be problematic. The risk in writing about dumping on Ebeye is that it can 
invite further dumping on Ebeye. The issue of dumping on Ebeye also 
reminds us of how matters of race and place can be intimately linked in 
colonized spaces, a topic, I think, barely acknowledged in the body of 
ethnographic, historical, and social science research in the area called 
Micronesia. Robert Bullard, in Dumping in Dixie, writes of how the eco­
nomic and political vulnerability of out-of-the-way Black comm.unities on 
the American mainland encouraged the placement of noxious, environ­
mentally hazardous facilities in those com.m.unities.4 It is no accident that 
atmospheric nuclear testing took place in an area remote from the North 
American continent and among people who were not white. 

Dumping, of course, is not just a historical metaphor, a way to exam­
ine the horrors of a fading colonial past; it is also an all-too-real activity 
that disturbs and threatens contemporary times. The Republic of the 
Marshall Islands, a more autonomous local government now in free asso­
ciation with and funded largely by the United States, has entertained at 
times plans to accept contaminated soil as landfill and to use some of its 
more remote atolls and their lagoons as dumping sites for nuclear wastes 
from Japan and the United States. Indeed, a consideration of Ebeye' s  his­
tory from I944 to the present blurs , even subverts the distinction between 
colonial and postcolonial periods and shows just how complex, on-going 
and multifaceted is the process of decolonization. 

Beyond Metaphor 

Nicholas Dirks has written that colonialism. gave impetus to the rise of 
anthropology and its core concept of culture; in tum, ethnographic find­
ings facilitated the agenda of colonial domination. 5 Put another way, the 
anthropological concept of culture might never have been invented with­
out the colonial projects of rule that required its existence. Though some 
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might hold such an indictment to be a little too sweeping and indiscrimi­

nate in its dimensions, Dirks' attention to the relationship between cul­

ture and colonialism is an important one; it serves to remind us of the 

subtle, invidious ways that colonialism can affect, create, or even take 

over a body of knowledge. On the Kwajalein Atoll complex, however, 

colonialism had free rein. 6 No extant ethnography or anthropological 

study described and, in its description, justified the need for change and 

transformation. The earliest American ethnographers into Micronesia 

bypassed Kwajalein, concentrating instead on other islands and atolls in 

the Marshalls that were more accessible and that seemed more politically 

and culturally significant. Middle- to late-twentieth-century anthropolog­

ical inquiries into Kwajalein Atoll often begin with mention of the 1941 

seizure of the island by Japanese forces, the subsequent establishment of 

an air base there, the capture of that base by American forces in 1944 and 

include generalizations on cultural practices drawn from other, more­

studied areas of the Marshalls. 

Edward Said has argued that in the culture of empire can often be 

found a magisterial denial of the fact of empire. 7 Such was certainly not 

the case in the Marshall Islands, where the dictates of American strategic 

interests were bold and immense and could be intensely seen, heard, and 

felt in the terrible light, heat, flashes, mushroom clouds, and rolling thun­

der from nuclear testing. In the Marshall Islands, more particularly the 

Kwajalein Atoll complex, American colonialism showed itself raw and 

naked, and with little concern for liberal platitudes designed to mask or 

cover its force. Kwajalein was a stage for empire revealed. 

Poststructural sensibilities need not disturb too quickly, I think, the 

received facts about the nuclear history of the Kwajalein Atoll complex; 

those facts are disturbing enough. Made up of 93 separate islands and 

islets in the Ralik or western chain of the Marshall Islands, Kwajalein 

Atoll possesses a total land area of 6 square miles; its lagoon, the largest 

in the world, covers 839 square miles. Of the islands and islets that make 

up the Kwajalein Atoll complex, the island of Kwajalein is itself the 

largest; its enormous lagoon and deep anchorages attracted the attention 

of the United States military, first as a naval base, then as a support facil­

ity for nuclear testing on Bikini and Enewetak, and later as a missile test­

ing range. 

The land, air, and sea battles of World War II would create the first real 

mess on the atoll complex. The 1944 destruction of the Japanese air sta­

tion on Kwajalein proper necessitated an intense cleaning and clearing of 

the island before it could be used as a support facility for American 
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military actions elsewhere in Micronesia and the western Pacific. 8 This 
first development project led the navy to move most of the surviving 
indigenous population of Kwajalein Island to nearby Ebeye. Before 1946, 
fewer than 20 people lived on Ebeye, a 78.5-acre island in the south­
eastern corner of the greater Kwajalein Atoll complex some three miles 
north ofKwajalein Island. The relocation of the Kwajalein people to Ebeye 
increased the latter's population to 300. Freed of its resident population, 
Kwajalein became a labor camp in which islanders from other parts of 
Micronesia as well as other areas of the Marshalls were brought to work. 
With the debris of war strewn along it shores and over its interior, Kwa­
jalein came to resemble "not an outpost of the Navy, not a crossroads of 
the Pacific, but a back alley, a junk pile"; one American naval officer called 
it the "ugliest acquisition since the Gadsden Purchase. "9 Built hurriedly 
and poorly, the military barracks, storehouses, and roads deteriorated 
rapidly under tropical conditions, thus adding to the sense of desolation 
that, for Americans, seemed to enshroud the island. Eventually, the 
Kwajalein labor camp was itself moved to Ebeye, increasing that island's 
population by another 560 people. At the same time, other Marshallese 
people began moving to Ebeye, attracted, it was said, by the lure of employ­
ment, wages, material goods, and the general excitement of its urbanlike 
lifestyle. 

The transfer of administrative responsibility for the larger Trust Terri­
tory from the navy to the Department of the Interior did not affect the mil­
itary's landholdings on Ebeye. The U.S. Navy retained rights over the 
northern half of Ebeye for a transmitter; the Coast Guard operated a sta­
tion of its own on ro.73 acres at the southern end ofEbeye. A small island 
thus was made even smaller by a military presence that took up almost 
two-thirds of its total land area. By 1951, some 1,200 Marshallese labor­
ers and their dependents were crammed into an area of less than twenty­
seven acres. 10 This figure did not include a considerable number of visi­
tors who arrived via small boats from other areas in the atoll complex or 
the larger Marshalls Islands group, stayed for a period ranging from days 
to months, and then departed to return to their homes. With an average 
of approximately 46 people per acre, Ebeye had already reached its maxi­
mum sustainable population density. In 1955, the navy, pressured by the 
Trust Territory government to help redress the overcrowding, agreed to 
limit the recruitment of laborers for Kwajalein Island to residents of the 
atoll; this reduced the number of what were euphemistically referred to as 
"visitors," but only somewhat. To further ease conditions, the navy, in 
1959, agreed to return the 39 acres it controlled in the northern half of 
Ebeye. 
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The relief provided by this release of military land was quickly offset 

the relocation of more people to Ebeye. This essentially forced migration 

of people resulted from the increasing safety and security requirements of 

more sophisticated missile testing. In 1960, the navy, responsible for the 

operation of what was then the Pacific Missile Range, removed the people 

of Roi-Namur, the northernmost islands of the Kwajalein Atoll complex, 

as a precautionary measure in connection with the testing of the Nike­

Zeus weapons system; the following year, the 100 people of Lib, an island 

fifty miles southwest of Kwajalein Atoll, were also relocated to Ebeye. 1 1  

The navy insisted that the residents of  these islands would have to  remain 

on Ebeye for the duration of the Nike-Zeus tests , a period it estimated to be 

about five years. 

The congestion was aggravated even more by the U.S .  Army's assump­

tion in 1964 of control over Kwajalein Island and the subsequent testing 

of the Nike-X missile system there. The testing of the Nike-X missile sys­

tem, and later the tracking and the retrieval of intercontinental ballistic 

missiles (ICBMs) and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) from 

the Kwajalein lagoon, necessitated the exclusive use of the central two­

thirds area of the atoll complex, the islands of Meck, and 

Nlngi . 12 The use of this area, termed the "Mid-Corridor" in missile-testing 

parlance, necessitated the relocation of its 3 72 residents to Ebeye. Most of 

the owners of land on these Mid-Corridor islands were resident 

and working on Ebeye, but they had been their home islands as a 

supplemental source of food. 

Concerned to legitimate its use of land in the greater Kwajalein Atoll 

complex through legal contract, the United States initially sought an 

indefinite use agreement and offered a lump sum payment of $300,000, 

presented in bundles of one dollar to elicit Marshallese acceptance. 

Resentment over both the approach and the terms eventually led repre­

sentatives of the United States government in 1964 to offer the landown­

ers $ 750 ,000 for a 99-year lease. 1 1 With annual payments to each land­

owner averaging less than $10 per acre, the lease agreement was little 

more than a gesture; it did, however, contain a provision calling for 

review and possible renegotiation of existing terms at regular five-year 

intervals, a provision that some Marshallese would come to exploit. 14 In 

addition to this more general agreement, a monthly allowance of $25 was 

provided each person displaced from the Mid-Corridor islands. As we shall 

soon see, these arrangements proved totally unsatisfactory for the people 

of the Mid-Corridor islands, the other affected landowners in the Kwaja­

lein Atoll complex, and the native people of Ebeye as well. 
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Ebeye's intimate relationship with American missile testing on Kwaja­
lein gave it a look and style different from every other island in the Trust 
Territory. In a memorandum of 23 June 1967 to High Commissioner Wil­
liam R. Norwood, William V. Vitarelli, the district administrator's repre­
sentative on Ebeye, identified those factors that made Ebeye unique 
among the islands of the United States Trust Territory of the Pacific. Vita­
relli noted that Ebeye was the only island community in Micronesia that 
depended solely on a money economy. Ebeye had the highest number of 
skilled Micronesian workers, the highest per capita income, the highest 
retail prices, and the highest concentration of population per acre of any 
island or atoll environment in the Trust Territory. Another observer char­
acterized Ebeye as the "largest and wealthiest slum" in Micronesia. A 
third termed it an "island of affluent paupers. "  To many, including Vita­
relli, Ebeye existed as it did because of its immediate, deep, and inextrica­
ble link to the now Kwajalein Missile Range. 1 5 

International organizations and other local constituencies drew atten­
tion to American exploitation of the Kwajalein Atoll area. As we have 
seen, the 1961 UN Visiting Mission had accused the United States of sub­
ordinating the welfare of the natives people in the Marshalls to the mili­
tary exigencies of the United States, thereby violating the United States' 
responsibilities under the 1947 United Nations Trusteeship Agreement. 
Others called Ebeye a "disaster waiting to happen." That disaster occurred 
in 1963 when a polio epidemic hit the island; the incidence of affliction 
reached 91.3 per 1,000 and caused eleven deaths and 212 recorded cases 
of full or partial paralysis. The epidemics of gastroenteritis and influenza 
that soon followed proved especially virulent among the infant and 
elderly segments of the population. Studies done on each of these three 
incidents of epidemic disease implicated the extreme overcrowding and 
unsanitary conditions. By 1966, Ebeye had come to be described as "the 
most congested, unhealthful and socially demoralized community in 
Micronesia" with its population of more than 4,500 people crammed into 
an area a little more than a tenth of a square mile. 16 

The Trust Territory government, already strained and exasperated by 
the social consequences of extended missile testing on Kwajalein Island, 
insisted that the U.S. Department of Defense fund a major renovation and 
development project for Ebeye. In 1966, the U.S. Department of Defense 
reluctantly and belatedly agreed to the construction of a "model commu­
nity" on Ebeye at a cost of $7 million; it included 77 four-unit, two-bed­
room apartments, a freshwater distribution system, an electric power 
plant, and a sewage disposal facility that used saltwater . 1 7  This Ebeye 
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Improvement Program stated as its goal the creation of a healthful, mod­
ern community on the island equipped with necessary utilities and ser­
vices to adequately care for its resident population. A corollary objective 
of the project was the development of a self-reliant community willing 
and able to initiate and maintain activities designed to achieve social, cul­
tural and economic betterment. A press release on the program quoted 
High Commissioner William R. Norwood as saying that the rehabilitation 
of Ebeye would be one of his highest priorities and that he was confident, 
along with Kwajalein Test Site Commander Col. Frank Healy, that Ebeye 
would emerge as the most modern, prosperous, and well-organized com­
munity in the Trust Territory. 18 

Prepared for the Department of Defense by Hawaii Architects and 
Engineers, the plan called for limitations on street space; restrictions on 
motor vehicles; a centralization of commercial facilities; development of 
an integrated civic center; construction of seven nursery, elementary, 
and secondary schools; creation of adequate recreational facilities includ­
ing beaches; and planting of trees and shrubs. 1 9  In its concept, design, 
and sketches, the plan envisioned Ebeye as something akin to a Southern 
California suburb. The plan also claimed to be in accord with the larger 
goals of the Trust Territory government, which included accommodating 
American strategic interests, fostering unity in greater Micronesia, and 
promoting the understanding and adoption of democratic governmental 
processes. In its making over of Ebeye, the plan embodied the totality 
of the colonial agenda, including all the contradictions and paradoxes 
that riddled America's possession of Kwajalein Atoll and indeed all of 
Micronesia. 

Despite the seeming totality of its view, the plan suffered from serious 
flaws in both its conception and attempted implementation. The improve­
ment program, initially predicated on an existing population of 2,500 
people, had become woefully outdated by 1966 ,  when continued hiring 
and unrestricted migration swelled Ebeye's population to 4,500. Land 
proved an exceptionally critical and highly troublesome issue on an island 
so overly populated as Ebeye. Despite the navy's cavalier decision regard­
ing relocation, Ebeye was not a free or deculturated zone. All of the land 
there was privately owned and divided into ten weto or land parcels; own­
ership rights were shared among a paramount chief or iroij, 4 lineage 
chiefs called alab, and approximately seven hundred lineage members, 
many of whom lived elsewhere in the greater Kwajalein Atoll area.20 

Not at all concerned with the complexities of the land tenure system on 
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the island, the United States Department of Defense stipulated that none 
of its funding for the Ebeye Improvement Project could be used to build 
structures and utilities on private land directly under the control of the 
Marshallese people.2 1 To satisfy the Department of Defense, the Trust Ter­
ritory government was required to acquire control over all land on the 
island; this was accomplished through long-term lease agreements 
exacted under the threat of government confiscation by declaration of 
eminent domain. The Trust Territory government was further required to 
demolish all existing structures on the newly leased land, but with no 
compensation to landowners for the destruction of those structures. 
People inhabiting those structures were moved to temporary quarters in 
already overcrowded areas of the island. Moreover, in an ironic twist to 
an already perverse, badly distorted situation, landowners on Ebeye were 
required to pay rent for using or inhabiting any new structures built on 
their land after the implementation of the new lease arrangements. The 
agreements, insisted upon by the Department of Defense and executed by 
representatives of the Trust Territory government, angered the major 
landowners and the many others who, by dint of Marshallese custom, 
held land use rights on Ebeye. Although all but one of the major landown­
ers agreed to lease their land rather than face confiscation through emi­
nent domain, there were bitter complaints about the low rental payments 
and the length of the lease. 

Equally complicated and potentially destabilizing was the continuing 
dissatisfaction of the Mid-Corridor population that had been moved to 
Ebeye. Unlike the Ebeye landowners, the Mid-Corridor residents relocated 
to Ebeye received a monthly stipend and paid no rent for the housing built 
specifically for them by the government. Despite this relative "privilege," 
the Mid-Corridor people were far from content with their situation. Persis­
tent complaints, registered mainly through the Congress of Micronesia, 
led the United States to increase their individual monthly stipends from 
$25 to $40 per month. This increase failed to address the more crucial 
issue of just compensation for long-term land use, however. In 1969, the 
Mid-Corridor islanders left Ebeye to reoccupy their home islands in the 
strategic impact zone. This temporary reoccupation resulted in the can­
cellation of two scheduled missile tests and induced the United States gov­
ernment to offer total adjusted compensation that now amounted to a 
yearly sum of $420,000. All of this unsettled the Ebeye landowners, who 
now felt considerably more disadvantaged and discriminated against 
than their uninvited guests. 22 
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Ebeye, 1978 
The problems already plaguing Ebeye by 1954 continued and intensi­

fied over the next two decades. By 1978, Ebeye's population had grown to 

more than 8,000. Mary M. Kearney, an American attorney working in 

behalf of the greater Kwajalein Atoll landowners, placed the issues of pop­
ulation and population density in a perspective that American nationals 

might better understand. She wrote, "If the population of the entire Uni­

ted States-about 224 million-were moved to Connecticut the popula-

An aerial view of Ebeye with Kwajalein Island in the background .  

(Gl iff Johnson) 
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Ch i ldren on the beach at Ebeye. (G iff Johnson) 

tion density would be considerably less than that of Ebeye. "2 3  Special 

Representative William Vitarelli defined congestion as something that 

involved more than numbers or ratios: 

It is too many people crouched in a room where the sound and 

smell of each man's breath becomes as one and where to turn 

in one's sleep means a concession on the part of all. It means 

thanking God for the cool rain that fills the drum outside but at 

the same time damning the devil for the leaky roof. Congestion 

means lack of privacy and learning to time one's regularity to 

meet the secret dusk of night or the tide or the privilege of the 

benjo. It means learning to suffer thirst, to wash clothes in 

brackish water or to go without a bath because there is no 

water. Congestion . . .  is the unnatural accumulation of people 

in one place caused by a disregard for space and a disregard 

for the planning of space to accommodate human beings. It 

is insensitivity to man's need and a lack of concern for the 

natural resources that are required to serve man's needs. 

Congestion is noise, soggy air and cockroaches. 24 

Vitarelli' s sense of space may have differed considerably from that of the 

Marshallese. By any cultural standards, however, Ebeye was an over­

crowded, unpleasant, difficult place to live. 
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Problems identified as serious in 1954 had become critical by 1978. 

With slightly over 50 percent of the population under fourteen years of 

age in 1978, reports out of Ebeye pointed to problems involving gangs, 

juvenile delinquency, drug and alcohol abuse, venereal disease, and 

unwanted pregnancies. Education offered little relief or recourse to the 

problems facing Ebeye's youth. A dilapidated, poorly equipped elemen­

tary school, staffed by thirty teachers, offered education in split sessions to 

1,107 students. Journalist and author Paul Jacob visited Ebeye in 1977 

and wrote of children with nothing to do after school "except hang 

around . . . .  Juvenile delinquency keeps growing, along with alcoholism. 
I've seen 10-year old kids so drunk they cannot walk."25 

New housing, identified as inadequate and substandard to begin with, 
deteriorated rapidly. In some instances, up to 54 people occupied a single 

dwelling, with the average occupancy at 13 .6  people in a housing unit or 

apartment designed for a family offour.26 The physical infrastructure and 
public utilities available to the people of Ebeye proved no less scandalous. 

Water storage facilities on Ebeye, which included catchment systems, 

large tanks, and drums of imported water brought by barge, could carry 

only a third of the island's water needs at any one time. Numerous 

unscheduled outages made electric power on the island unpredictable. 

The lack of a consistent reliable source of power, in turn, played havoc at 
times with the provision of vital social and medical services. 

Sanitation facilities on Ebeye were described as particularly appalling. 

Rubbish collection for the population of 8,000-plus was handled by nine­

teen trucks that dumped untreated garbage at the northern end of the 

island, a place called "dumptown."2 7  Over-the-water outhouses meant 

the deposit of raw sewage directly into the lagoon. The bacteria count 
from that lagoon at times reached levels 25,000 times higher than those 

identified as safe by the United States Health Service and the World 

Health Organization. A 1978 study noted that the shortage of water and 

the poor state of sanitation combined to cause an extremely high rate of 
sickness on the island. That report noted that "foul odors and visible 

water pollution are part of the normal environment in which people must 

live and work, and the children must play."2 8  

Another equally dangerous but less publicly discussed source of pollu­
tion was the uranium 238 that had been used as ballast to stabilize the 

warhead portion of test missiles during reentry and splashdown in the 

Kwajalein lagoon.29 The dumping in this instance came literally from the 
skies. Since 1961, the missiles had been shot from Vandenberg Air Force 

Base in California and monitored in flight by an elaborate global tracking 
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system. The Pentagon downplayed the amount of depleted uranium 

leaked into the lagoon, saying that it posed no significant radiation haz­

ard. As late as 1982, the commander of the Kwajalein Missile Range 

denied any leakage of uranium into the waters of the lagoon. A spokes­
man for the Kwajalein range stationed at a support facility in Huntsville, 

Alabama, conceded, however, that a problem did indeed exist; this indi­

vidual admitted that despite intense salvage efforts, quantities of depleted 
uranium were left at the bottom of the lagoon. 

The sorry state of medical facilities and services on the island received 

widespread comment and condemnation. Two physicians and thirty 

nurses, technicians, and support personnel staffed a poorly built, four­

year-old, twenty-seven-bed hospital that averaged 123 admissions, 1,993 

out-patient visits, and 26 live births monthly. Professional observers 
blamed the 1963 outbreak of polio on the island in part on the American 

administration's failure to immunize the population of Ebeye against the 
disease despite the existence of an approved, available, and cost-efficient 
vaccine developed some eight years earlier.30 In 1977, the hepatitis rate 
on Ebeye was three times higher than that recorded for any other island 

in Micronesia.3 1 A 1978 measles epidemic afflicted 329 people and 

resulted in two deaths. 32 Erratic supplies, inadequate storage and refrig­

eration facilities, and a general lack of space complicated the already pre­
carious and fraught endeavor that was public health care on Ebeye. Greg 

Dever, the author of the 1978 study Ebeye, Marshall Islands: A Public 

Health Hazard, called the public health situation on the island "a direct 
result of the relocation of the people of the Kwajalein Lagoon to create the 

Kwajalein Missile Range and the indifference of the KMR to the problems 
of the people ofEbeye." 33 

Home, Home on the Kwajalein Missile Range 
What made the situation on Ebeye especially deplorable was the very 

different kind of life being enjoyed by American military personnel and 

expatriates who worked for the Kwajalein Missile Range (KMR), formerly 
called the Pacific Missile Range, on K wajalein Island. 34 Situated three 

miles south of Ebeye, and possessing a land area of 900 acres, Kwajalein 
showed itself to be the source not only of Ebeye' s existence but of all of its 

problems as well. To most of the residents ofEbeye, Kwajalein represented 

first and foremost the principal source of employment for their island. In 

1978, some 700 Marshallese who lived on Ebeye worked on Kwajalein; 

this figure accounted for about 60.6 percent of the actual labor force on 

Ebeye. 35 On Kwajalein, Marshallese worked largely in low-paid, 
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unskilled, and semiskilled jobs as gardeners, cooks, warehouse workers, 
and maintenance personnel-jobs necessary to maintain the base for its 
1,200 American civilian residents and a military staff of about 22. 36 Some 
worked as secretaries, mechanics, and heavy-equipment operators. Most 
earned from $2.ro to $2.40 per hour, with those women who worked as 
maids for American families receiving $5 to $6 a day, plus lunch money. 
Although significantly higher than the wages paid to indigenous employ­
ees throughout the rest of the Trust Territory, the earnings ofMarshallese 
on Ebeye were dramatically below the compensation American expatri­
ates received on Kwajalein and elsewhere in Micronesia. 

A feature article in the Long Island, New York, newspaper Newsday 
examined in detail the social consequences of the missile-testing industry 
in the Marshalls; it cited Marshallese workers who pointed to racism as 
the prime reason for the disparity in wages, the low-level jobs given them, 
and the unlikelihood of promotion or advancement in those positions.3 7

Security checks reinforced the general sense of  discrimination experi­
enced by Marshallese workers on Kwajalein. Ebeye workers were ferried 
to Kwajalein in the morning and returned home that evening. To get on 
and off the boat, they were required to show a their special yellow 
or "D" passes; upon both their arrival and departure, workers from Ebeye 
were subject to arbitrary searches at the army checkpoint through which 
they passed. In response to a 1981 suit against this practice brought by a 
Marshallese landowner, a U.S. judge ruled that the army was within its 
right to carry out such searches because the KMR base commander held 
the inherent authority to protect the integrity and security of the facility. 
As local journalist Giff Johnson has noted, the irony of the situation was 
that the KMR searches, unlike most security checks, were intended not to 
detect dangerous weapons, but to prevent any food, soda, cigarettes, or 
general consumer goods from getting out of Kwajalein to Ebeye and 
beyond.3 8  

Adding to the situation was the prohibition against the Marshallese 
use of American facilities on Kwajalein.39 No Marshallese worker was 
allowed to shop in the well-stocked stores ofKwajalein, eat in the restau­
rants there, attend movies, swim in the swimming pools, play tennis, or 
use the library. Medical and dental facilities were made available only in 
times of emergency. Moreover, no Marshallese child was allowed to 
attend school on Kwajalein. To enforce these rules, there were the 
Kwajalein police employed by Global Associates of Oakland, California, 
the main civilian contractor for support services at the missile range. The 
perverse rationale given to justify the prohibition on Micronesian patron­
age of Kwajalein shops was that businesses on Ebeye would suffer 
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severely because of the markedly lower price of goods on Kwajalein. 

United States Congressman John Seiberling summed up the chasm that 

separated the two islands during a congressional hearing in 1984: 

In January, 1982, I personally visited both Kwajalein Island and 

Ebeye Island. The contrast couldn't be greater or more dramatic. 

Kwajalein is like Fort Lauderdale or one of our Miami Resort 

areas, with palm tree-lined beaches, swimming pools, a golf 

course, people bicycling everywhere, a first-class hospital and 

a school; and Ebeye, on the other hand, is an island slum, over­

populated, treeless filthy lagoon, littered beaches, a dilapidated 

hospital, and contaminated water supply, and so forth.40 

"Apartheid, U.S. Style" is another, more pointed description used by one 

on-site journalist in the Marshalls to characterize the contrast between 

Kwajalein and Ebeye.41 

Colonial Perceptions and Prescriptions 

The situation on Ebeye reveals the diverse, sometimes conflicting inter­

ests and agenda of different groups within the colonizing nation. 42 The 

diversity within the colonial gaze showed itself not only in the identifica­

tion of problems but also in the proposed solutions to those problems, 

solutions derived from culturally determined and explicit notions of what 

was deemed appropriate and possible, and within the necessary and 

accepted paramountcy of American strategic interests. One of the most 

ironic, perhaps racist episodes in the nuclear history of Kwajalein Atoll 

centers on Operation Exodus. This 1967 program, sponsored and directed 

by the Trust Territory administration, sought to reduce the population on 

Ebeye through the forced repatriation of "unnecessary" people to their 

home atolls and islands. Advertised as necessary to ensure the health and 

welfare of all concerned, Operation Exodus had as its goal the removal of 

roughly 25 percent ofEbeye's population, which then stood at 6 ,500. 

The program was inaugurated officially through the high commission­

er's issuance ofExecutive Order 101.43 Taking effect on 8 November 1967, 

the order forbade further migration to Ebeye from areas outside Kwajalein 

Atoll, though there were provisions for temporary visitations. Operation 

Exodus was to be implemented in two phases. Phase one consisted of open 

meetings designed to elicit public acceptance for the plan; these meetings 

closed with a call for volunteers and a promise that the government 

would provide boat passage, clear new house sites on the returnees' home 

islands without costs, purchase necessary building materials, and cover 

the shipment of household goods. Predicated on the assumption that such 
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inducement would not be sufficient to reduce the island's population by 
25  percent, phase two called for the forcible eviction of those people either 
not employed or unable to pay for utilities or rental housing on Ebeye. 
Though 1,500 people were temporarily removed from Ebeye, Operation 
Exodus proved ultimately unsuccessful. Protests from the Marshalls dis­
trict government to the high commissioner, coupled with the logistical 
impossibility of identifying, registering, and removing unauthorized resi­
dents who left only to return soon after, defeated the Trust Territory gov­
ernment's Operation Exodus. Later efforts at social redress evidenced 
seemingly more humanitarian but nonetheless colonizing concerns with 
their emphasis on the betterment of Ebeye as defined by American under­
standings of "better" and "appropriate." 

A 4 September 1979 report from the high commissioner to the director 
of the United States Department of the Interior's Office of Territorial 
Affairs characterized Ebeye as in need not of development but redevelop­
ment. 44 Despite the fast colonial clock that had transformed Ebeye from 
an island into a ghetto in less than twenty years, Elbert V. Bowden viewed 
the "Ebeye problem" as essentially economic. In Micronesia with Robert 
Nathan and Associates to draft an economic development plan for the 
Trust Territory, Bowden visited Ebeye and offered his prescription for 
problems that he saw as essentially economic; his recommendations had 
more the character of social engineering than economy to them, how­
ever. Acknowledging the acute problem of overcrowding on Ebeye, 
Bowden called for rigid residency requirements to be established and 
enforced as well as the implementation of a comprehensive land use pro­
gram. He also urged greater cooperation and consultation between the 
military on Kwajalein and the Trust Territory government, noting that 
problems between the two were only adding to the difficulties on Ebeye. 

As an economist, Bowden paid particular attention to the issue of wage 
compensation; he expressed strong reaction against any application to 
Kwajalein of the Fair Labor Standards Act, legislation passed by the 
United States Congress in 1966 that required equal pay for equal work 
under set job classifications. Bowden believed that paying islander labor­
ers the same salaries as American expatriates for equivalent work, while 
seemingly just and desirable in principle, would have a devastating effect 
on Marshallese employment at Kwajalein.45 He noted that Global 
Associates would not be able to afford such a law. Bowden estimated that 
the more skilled and technically expert workers would be laid off, while 
the unskilled and semiskilled workers would retain their jobs at minimal 
wage. The perverse logic of strategic colonialism thus dictated discrimi-
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nation as being in the best interests of those discriminated against, or so 
Bowden' s recommendations seemed to suggest. 

Emmett Rice, then acting director of the Department of the Interior's 
Office of Territorial Affairs, took a trip to Ebeye in December 1976. His 

understanding of things was at once global and generic. In the written 

report on his visit, Rice called Ebeye a ghetto like any of the countless oth­

ers that had developed near American military installations throughout 

the world. He noted the plethora of studies on the Ebeye problem that had 

accomplished nothing.46 He called Operation Exodus impractical and 

wrote that people were there to stay. The Washington bureaucrat saw the 

Congress of Micronesia as not being able to contribute significantly to the 
solution and placed responsibility for the problems on Ebeye with the 

Departments of the Interior and the Army. Rice believed that calls to give 

the Marshallese general access to commissary privileges on Kwajalein 

would undermine local businessmen on Ebeye almost overnight. An 

unending, unnatural dependence on the army would result, and the 

motivation of the Marshallese to do anything for themselves would be 

destroyed. All things considered, Rice looked to Global Associates to pro­
vide Ebeye with the expertise and efficiency it possessed. 

Rice envisioned Global Associates as creating the kind of totally 
planned community on Ebeye that it had arranged on Kwajalein. A Mar­

shallese corporation, under Global Associates' direction, would be estab­

lished as the sole wholesaler for Ebeye; the costs of imports would be 

reduced further by seeking the army's permission to use its military vehi­

cles to transport all consumer goods to Ebeye. The savings earned from 
this arrangement would be funneled into community services on Ebeye. 

Rice also called for Global Associates to contract with the district admin­

istration to manage the public works facilities, the school, and the hospi­
tal on Ebeye. 

This more private form of enterprise would bring additional savings in 
a more effective, streamlined method of administration. If the plan suc­

ceeded, argued Rice, Ebeye would end up being more efficiently managed 

and with lower retail prices in its stores. Community services would be 

upgraded and new sources of employment generated; congestion and 

overcrowding would be alleviated, and a decent, more sanitary lifestyle 

would be created for the inhabitants of Ebeye. In more intangible areas, 

Rice envisioned such a plan as injecting new enthusiasm into the area 

and helping to develop a spirit of self-sufficiency, while promoting the 

spirit of private enterprise among local merchants and without doing vio­
lence to the traditional system and culture. 
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The army, which had assumed responsibility for the Kwajalein Missile 

Range in 1964, held its own vision of how to correct conditions on Ebeye, 

but for reasons that had far more to do with strategic and military con­

cerns than with local development. In 1977, an investigative team from 
the Department of the Army produced the Report of Fact-Finding Team on 

Kwajalein-Ebeye. Not surprisingly, the army's concerns were about poli­

tics, public image, and national security. The report began with the 

admission that the disparity in the quality of life between the two islands 

might jeopardize the continued use of Kwajalein as a national missile 

range. The preface of the report also noted that more than a hundred 

newspaper articles had appeared recently on the Kwajalein situation. 
These accounts were "not a spontaneous outpouring, but were part of a 

carefully orchestrated effort to secure a separate political status for the 

Marshall Islands in negotiations of Micronesian status."47 The report saw 
the Marshall Islands Political Status Commission as being behind the sep­

aratist movement in the Marshalls and, by implication, the media cam­

paign. This institutionally self-serving understanding of public criticism 

as politically motivated did two things: it worked to downplay the sever­

ity of conditions on Ebeye and thus to minimize the army's responsibility 

for those conditions. 

In identifying solutions to the problem, the army report contained rec­

ommendations for the Trust Territory government that included a more 

aggressive approach to solving sanitation and health and public works 

problems; greater encouragement of copra production in light of the then 

growing market for copra; and, ironically, an emphasis on the value of 

traditional life. In essence, the report showed that the army ultimately 

believed the problems on Ebeye to come under the jurisdiction of the Trust 

Territory government. This 1977 report reflected the longstanding ten­
sion between the Trust Territory government and the Department of the 

Army over responsibility for Ebeye. As late as 1982, a high-ranking Pen­

tagon official stated, "We have no authority or responsibility for the island 

ofEbeye, or for any locally inhabited island, village or community."48

The differences between military and bureaucratic officials over the 

responsibility for conditions on Ebeye hints at the larger issue of just how 

problems were perceived and solutions or remedies prescribed. Debates 

among Americans, however, diminished against the shared belief in 

Marshallese culpability for the circumstances on Ebeye. A sense of what 

we might call "savage consumerism" shows itself at work.49 Popular, 

academic, and official accounts all consistently commented on what their 

authors assumed to be an intense attraction for imported goods among 
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the Marshallese. Most Americans, whether employees of the army or the 

Trust Territory government, contended that the people on Ebeye were 

there by choice. An editorial in the Pacific Daily News of 16 August 1976 

noted that nobody was forced to live on Ebeye: "Most of its people left their 

clean, peaceful coconut-and-fish outer islands long ago to come to Ebeye 

because of the high wages paid by the Americans on Kwajalein."50 The 

image of savage consumerism touched even the most sympathetic obser­

vations of the Marshallese plight on Ebeye. William Vitarelli credited 

Ebeye's population explosion between 1944 and 1969 to the "attraction 

of wealth and what it can provide in the way of consumer goods, educa­

tion, entertainment and a 'better life.' "5 1  Colonial observers also cited the 

lack of true community on Ebeye in their litany of social ills. An attach­

ment to a memorandum of 25 February 1977 called the population of 

Ebeye extremely mixed in terms of both national citizenship and ethnic 

background. Cultural differences, varying levels of education, and dispar­

ities in wage earnings all made it difficult to find a common denominator 

"except for the unhappiness shared by many people." 52 All of this ignored, 

of course, the need for Marshallese labor on Kwajalein and the history of 

forced migrations resulting from safety and security measures associated 

with missile testing on the island. Calling the Marshallese the ultimate 

makers of their own problems helped to obfuscate the more direct and 

immediate causes of the situation in the Kwajalein Atoll complex. 

Other voices struggled to be heard amidst the bureaucratic mess and 

tangle-voices that expressed important, insightful, more locally focused 

understandings, but voices that were also affected, even restrained, by the 

colonial contexts in which they spoke. A July 1972 report, issued through 

the office of Oscar DeBrum, the district administrator for the Marshalls, 

attempted to explain why Marshallese chose to stay on Ebeye. 53 The 

report had somewhat of an ethnographic as well as political sensibility 

about it that acknowledged social relationships and human aspirations as 

well as simple material attraction. The report noted that employment on 

Ebeye was preferable to making copra or living at a bare subsistence level. 

Many chose to work for wages on Ebeye so they could afford to send their 

children to school on Majuro, Pohnpei, Palau, Guam, or the North Ameri­

can mainland. Others, wrote the author of the report, worked to accumu­

late capital and savings to build homes or establish businesses. As badly 

flawed as the health care system was on Ebeye, it still afforded better med­

ical treatment than was available on the other nearby and surrounding 

islands. Access to a usually stable and steady supply of imported and 

expensive canned foods was also an attraction. While conceding the lure 
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of bright lights and new forms of entertainment, the report concluded that 

since 1964 people had been coming to Ebeye to be with their children, 

their family, and their relatives. Perhaps one of the more succinct assess­

ments of the entangled mess on Ebeye came from Harold Jackson of the 

Manchester Guardian, who summarized the divergence in American and 

Marshallese views as follows: "In American eyes, the base is the honey pot 

around which the Ebeyeans swarm. The contrasting Marshallese view is 

that the largest and most inhabitable island in their atoll has been taken 

from them. Recognizing that they are not likely to get it back, they want 

to continue declaring their rights and to seek proper compensation. "  54 

Distance distorted perceptions of Ebeye, but with considerable conse­

quence when those perceptions came from people in positions of power. 

Ambassador Peter Rosenblatt, the president's personal representative to 

the Micronesian political status negotiations in the late 1970s, under­

stood the situation on Ebeye in terms of Vietnam. Responding to a memo 

from Ruth Van Cleve, the director of the Department of the Interior's 

Office of Territorial Affairs, Rosenblatt voiced his opposition to plans for a 

government-funded reconstruction of Ebeye. Rosenblatt felt that such 

reconstruction would not only fail to address the deep-seated problems of 

the Ebeye community, but would substantially impair the social and eco­

nomic viability of all the Marshall Islands and hence the prospect of a sta­

ble, long-term relationship between the United States and the Republic of 

the Marshalls. In his 2 November 1978 response, Rosenblatt wrote that 

building "turn-key" towns for displaced people in Vietnam hadn't worked; 

he saw no reason to expect better success in the Marshalls. Oblivious to 

the struggles being waged by the landowners of the Kwajalein Atoll area, 

Rosenblatt said that Vietnam had imparted the lesson that the people 

themselves must be involved in the rehabilitation of their community and 

that "they must sacrifice and labor in the creation of their new facilities if 

the rehabilitation is to take hold and if progress achieved is to be main­

tained. "  55 In Rosenblatt's estimation, the expansion of employment 

opportunities on both K waj alein and Ebeye, the improvement of training 

facilities and programs, and the generation of local businesses were para­

mount and the surest way to improve things in the Kwajalein Atoll area. 

Rosenblatt did not prove as blind or as hardheaded as his successor, 

Fred Zeder. Whereas Rosenblatt wrote of the morally uplifting values of 

free enterprise and the capitalist ethic, Zeder invoked a more paternalist 

vocabulary that exalted American beneficence and underscored 

Micronesian dependence. In a 14 October 1982 letter to Rep. Henry J. 

Nowak, Zeder stated, 
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[On Ebeye] there are schools, a hospital, commercial enterprises 
and other amenities . . . .  It should be noted that the U.S. govern­
ment provides all Micronesians free hospitalization and educa­
tion as well as job opportunities that pay well in excess of the 
local wage level. . . .  I can think of nowhere in the United States 
or, for that matter, the world where any government so provides 
for its citizens or, indeed, for individuals outside its domain.56 

Local and Conflicting Agencies 
How did different groups of Marshallese respond to the devastation and 

disruption inflicted upon their lives? For those of us determined to locate 
islander voices in the parts of the past we study, there is no problem with 
hearing Marshallese voices. They resound loudly through the literature, 
but not always in unison or unanimity and not, at times, without their 
own sense of conflict, doubt, uncertainty, and ambiguity. Ataji Balos, 
Kwajalein Atoll's representative to the Congress of Micronesia, spoke 
clearly enough. Testifying on Ebeye in 1976 before members of the visit­
ing U.S. House of Representatives Subcommittee on Territorial and Insu­
lar Affairs, Balos accused the United States of violating the terms of the 
Trusteeship Agreement and that this violation had made possible the 
deplorable conditions on Ebeye. He recounted a sad history of exploitation 
that could only be corrected by a future in which the people of the Mar­
shall Islands stood up and exercised their rights as a sovereign and inde­
pendent people. He noted that the Fourth of July, American Independence 
Day, had been celebrated in 1976 on Kwajalein with a prefatory order 
that had closed the island to all Marshallese on that day: "So American 
independence was celebrated at Kwajalein Atoll by enforcement of an all­
out and total segregation. " s? 

Other Marshallese voices made themselves heard earlier on, and in 
ways that were at once less official and more communal. The people of Lib 
certainly did not accept their relocation to Ebeye in 1961 passively or 
understand it to be permanent. They showed themselves to be adept in 
negotiating the terms of their return to Lib, 58 a return that took place in 
June 1966 when the impact zone for missile testing shifted exclusively to 
the Kwajalein lagoon. In their dealings with representatives of the Mar­
shalls District administration, they secured financial commitments for 
new house designs; for the construction of community structures; for the 
provision of support facilities including a two-way radio, a medical dis­
pensary, and regular field trip service; and for food supplements in the 
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period immediately following their return to Lib but before they were once 

again self-sufficient in terms of food production. 

Marshallese also had their own political arithmetic with which they 

calculated loss, compensation, and responsibility. The actual relocation of 

the Mid-Corridor people to Ebeye in 1964 proved somewhat farcical by 

American standards. At the time of the announcement to relocate the 

people, many were already resident and employed on Ebeye. Following 

the announcement, many of these Mid-Corridor islanders returned to 

their ancestral homes to qualify for the official tally that made them eligi­

ble for the benefits being given to relocated people. A December 1963 

count by the army identified approximately 158 people to be moved. A 

second count in September 1964, just before the evacuation, showed 364 

people to be relocated. The actual relocation ended up moving 48 7 peo­

ple. In the words of Peter T. Coleman, then the district administrator for 

the Marshall Islands, "a good number of people moved back to the mid­

atoll islands to be moved to Ebeye by us. "  59 

More official bodies in the Marshalls and greater Micronesia addressed 

the problem on Ebeye in ways that were at times fairly forthright and at 

other times guarded in their sensitivity to political pressures and bureau­

cratic entanglements involving Saipan and Washington. A special com­

mittee of the Congress of Micronesia created to investigate the Mid-Cor­

ridor situation reported to Speaker of the House Betwel Henry on 26 

August 1969 that the people of that area had received no viable and 

appropriate compensation for what in effect amounted to the U.S. mili­

tary' s taking of their islands. 60 Moreover, the members of the committee 

believed the land use agreement for the Mid-Corridor area contravened 

the obligations of the United States under Article VII of the 1947 Trust­

eeship Agreement, which committed the administering authority to 

respect the freedoms of movement and migration of the islands' people. 

The committee's  report went on to point out the inherent contradiction 

between American security interests and the welfare of the people of the 

Trust Territory. 

Governmental bodies at both the Trust Territory and district levels 

adopted a less assertive, more cautious posture than the Congress of 

Micronesia. An ad hoc committee, convened in early January 1976 at the 

request of the high commissioner, addressed the issue of overcrowding on 

Ebeye, but in oblique ways. 61 Composed of representatives from Trust 

Territory headquarters on Saipan, the Kwajalein Missile Range, the Peace 

Corps, the Marshallese district legislature or Nitijela, and the district gov­

ernment on Majuro as well as traditional leaders and municipal officials 
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from Ebeye, the committee showed the political and cultural entangle­

ments of the Ebeye problem. At the first meeting of the Ebeye Ad Hoc 

Committee, the group considered the issue of immigration controls and 

forced relocation. Hermos Jack, the legal counsel for the Nitijela, and 

Murphy Ownbey, a Trust Territory government representative to the 

committee, both expressed fears about the possible violation of Microne­

sian rights caused by the reimposition of measures to restrict immigration 

to Ebeye. The two men reminded those assembled that the 1947 UN 

Trusteeship Agreement committed the United States to protect, without 

discrimination, the rights and fundamental freedoms of the inhabitants of 

the Trust Territory. Another member of the committee, Harley Earwicker 

of the Trust Territory government, said that such commitments could be 

outweighed by the larger right of the legal residents of Ebeye to basic 

health, sanitation, and fresh water. By the end of the meeting, the group 

agreed, nominally at least, to immigration controls. 

At the request of the high commissioner, the Nitijela passed Resolution 

6-16 during its first regular session in 1976. The resolution requested 

the district administrator of the Marshalls to use his executive powers 

to implement emergency orders restricting immigration to Ebeye and 

encouraging those without work, means to pay for housing, or a place to 

live in the Kwajalein Atoll complex to leave. On 13 April 1976, Oscar 

DeBrum, district administrator for the Marshalls and a Marshallese him­

self, issued Emergency District Order 76-1 ordering all visitors on Ebeye to 

leave the island within forty-eight hours of the issuance of that order. 62 In 

the order, "visitors" were defined as those "persons who are not bona fide 

residents ofKwajalein Atoll."  A second Operation Exodus was now being 

undertaken, but this time with the support and supervision of Marshal­

Iese officials. The limited effectiveness of these renewed measures to limit 

migration to Ebeye reflected varying understandings made complex by 

negotiations across cultures and involving colonial asymmetries of power 

and force both within and beyond the Marshalls. Later, the policy of 

forced migration and even immigration controls were declared ineffec­

tive. Terms such as "visitor" and "bona fide resident" did not translate 

easily or clearly among those on Ebeye. 

As was noted earlier, Ranajit Guha has written about the ways in 

which colonized groups often employ for counterhegemonic purposes the 

ideas, practices, and institutions of those who dominate them. Handel 

Dribo did just that. On 8 August 1972, the alab who owned the weto of 

Mwenen on Ebeye sued the United States Trust Territory government for 

the return of his land.63 Dribo claimed that on 13 April 1967 he was 
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wrongly coerced by agents of the Trust Territory government to sign a 

lease agreement for his land that in essence denied him the benefits of 

ownership during the life of the lease agreement. 

In his suit, Dribo claimed that he was denied due process oflaw as spec­

ified in the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the United States Consti­

tution and endorsed in Title One of Chapter Four of the Trust Territory 
Code. Dribo further stated that he had found himself forced to capitulate 

after the government filed a declaration of intent with the Trust Territory 

High Court to seize his land by right of eminent domain. Though he even­

tually signed the agreement, he had never recognized its validity. The 

forced signing cost him not only the use and income from his land, but the 

loss of his house and business as well as damage to his reputation and 

standing in the community. As redress , Dribo sought the restoration of his 

property, compensation for lost income in the sum of $576,000, and puni­

tive damages of another $250,000. 

Other forms of resistance, more physical and demonstrative in nature, 

also showed themselves on Ebeye.64 In late 1978 came word that the 

United States government had agreed to pay $9 million a year for the 

usage rights to the Kwajalein Missile Range and affected areas once the 

Compact of Free Association with the Republic of the Marshall Islands 

was ratified and signed. Questioning why they had to await the conclu­

sion of political negotiations for compensation long due them, five hun­

dred landowners in the Kwajalein Atoll complex left Ebeye to reoccupy 

their home islands in the restricted areas around the missile range. This 

late 1978 reoccupation had been preceded by sail-ins and temporary 

occupations in 1969, 1977, and early 1978. This latest protest induced 

the United States to agree to a one-year interim use agreement for the 

Kwajalein Missile Range that provided a total of $9 million of which $5 
million went directly to the affected landowners; the balance was ear­

marked for development projects on Ebeye that included the immediate 

renovation ofEbeye's sewer system and power plant. 
A second interim agreement was signed for the 1980 fiscal year. An 

attempt to renew the agreement for yet a third year met with strong resis­

tance from the Kwajalein landowners who had by now formed the 

Kwajalein Atoll Corporation (KAC). The corporation sought negotiations 

with the United States on compensation for the use of the atoll between 

1944 and 1979. Calling past use claims a dead issue, Ambassador Fred 

Zeder, the president's personal representative to the Micronesian status 

negotiations, refused to negotiate any retroactive land use agreement. 

Under pressure from Washington, the newly constituted Republic of the 

Marshall Islands government went ahead and signed a third interim use 
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agreement with the United States for the Kwajalein Missile Range. The 
Kwajalein Atoll Corporation countered with the call for an atollwide ref­
erendum on the continued use ofKwajalein Island as a site for American 
missile testing. 

Relations between the KAC and the Marshalls and American govern­
ments worsened with the May 1982 signing of the Compact of Free 
Association. The compact granted a fifty-year lease on the use of the Kwa­
jalein Missile Range. Members of the KAC thought the terms of the lease 
too long, worried about the actual distribution of the compact monies, 
criticized the agreement's omission of capital improvement funds for 
Ebeye, and were bitterly disappointed that the document did not specify 
better, more respectful treatment of the Marshallese by the United States 
Army in its administration of the missile range. Nuclear colonialism and 
the negotiations over its extension had now come either to divide the 
Marshallese or to intensity already existing divisions within the larger 
island group once known as Ralik Ratak. Such would be one of the lega­
cies of American colonialism in a postcolonial order that was really not 
postcolonial at all. 

Frustrated by the situation, the Kwajalein landowners in June 1982 
staged Operation Homecoming, in which about a thousand landowners 
reoccupied their home lands on Kwajalein, Roi-Namur, and the islands of 
the Mid-Corridor group. In the early stages of the protest, about fifteen 
people were arrested. These arrests failed to deter the movement, how­
ever. More and more people sailed to their home islands to set up camps. 
With the occupation came the rediscovery of an older way of life. Kotak 
Loeak, a Kwajalein alab, said, 

Our people are happy living as they now are, especially in the 
islands where there are no military facilities, nor armed guards 
to keep them in restricted areas. After years on crowded Ebeye 
island, where we were forced to live by the US, we have discov­
ered the joys of natural living, especially the freedom to move 
around, fish, plant and build living structures from the sur­
rounding elements. I cannot begin to tell you how good the 
people feel. . . .  For the older people, the return brings tears 
of joy. For the children, it is an all new experience. 65 

The occupation forced the cancellation of at least one missile test when 
the people occupying Roi-Namur refused to either evacuate or take cover 
on 3 August 1982. American efforts to bring about the termination of 
Operation Homecoming involved economic and social pressures, includ­
ing an increase in the number and intensity of security searches for work-
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ers traveling between Ebeye and K wajalein, the suspension of all unessen­

tial workers employed on Kwajalein Island, the closing of the Bank of 
America branch there, the shutting off of water to those areas occupied by 

the protesters, and an embargo on the transshipment of food bound for 
Ebeye through Kwajalein. A journalist, commenting on the occupation 

and American responses to it, wrote, "If it were not for the numbing 

squalor ofEbeye, there would be something almost comic about the unin­
ventive stupidity with which the U.S. military has handled the sit-in. But 

after a look at Ebeye, nothing seems particularly funny. "66 

The impasse over the four-month occupation was finally ended with 
the opening of talks between the KAC and the American and Marshalls 

governments. The talks led to a three-year agreement that included a 
reduction in the length of the lease for the missile range from fifty to thirty 

years, a $ IO-million capital improvements fund for Ebeye, the return to 

their owners of six islands in the north of the atoll's restricted area, and 

the granting of access to the Mid-Corridor islands for three six-week peri­

ods a year. The negotiations led to the June 198 3 signing of a revised Com­
pact of Free Association and a general plebiscite on that compact in Sep­

tember of the same year. Although the compact passed by comfortable 

margins in most areas of the Marshalls, the people of Kwajalein Atoll 

rejected it by a three-to-one margin. Their chief source of objection was 

the thirty-year lease and the intervention of the Republic of the Marshalls 

in the use and distribution of the lease payments for Kwajalein. 

Tensions thus remained high. With the expiration of the three-year 

agreement between the KAC and the two governments, the landowners 

declared American lease rights to the Kwajalein Missile Range null and 

void and again occupied the missile range and other restricted area in the 

atoll complex. Handel Dribo stated his intention to remain on Kwajalein 
Island despite the threat of physical violence. "Death for a good cause is 

life itself, " he said.67 Forced removal of the protesters followed with the 

commander of the Kwajalein Missile Range ordering military police to 
shoot to wound if necessary. With the protesters removed, the Republic of 

the Marshall Islands condemned through eminent domain Kwajalein 

Island and its surrounding strategic zone and then reaffirmed the integrity 

of the thirty-year lease with the United States under the 1983 Compact of 

Free Association and for an annual fee of $9 million. The government 

later backed down, however, rescinding its condemnation and agreeing 

that all rental monies would be paid directly and totally to the Kwajalein 
landowners. 68 In a statement that revealed the infectious legacy of colo­

nialism in local agents, Amata Kabua, then president of the Republic of 
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the Marshall Islands but once an outspoken critic of the United States 

while a senator in the Congress of Micronesia, defended his government's 

action: "What can you do? I mean when you grow up with your brother 

and he is a lot bigger than you and he slaps you, what can you do? It's bet­

ter to earn some money out of the situation than having nothing." 69 

The Future as a Foreign Country? 
And so what sense to make of the history of dumping on Ebeye and the 

future that it portends?70 The three interim-use agreements for the strate­

gic areas of the Kwajalein Atoll complex and the Compact of Pree Associa­

tion between the United States and the Republic of the Marshall Islands 

have provided millions upon millions of dollars in capital improvement 

and infrastructure development funds. Since 1986,  a new power plant 

and desalination facility has been constructed, the hospital on Ebeye has 

been renovated, maintenance of all public utilities has been upgraded and 

regularized, recreational programs and facilities have been expanded, and 

the physical appearance of the island has been made more attractive 

through community-wide landscaping and home improvement projects. 

The 1989 Marshalls Islands Guidebook describes Ebeye as "on its way to 

becoming the first planned community in the Marshall Islands, and prob­

ably all of Micronesia." Antagonism between Kwajalein and Ebeye is said 

to have been replaced by a new spirit of cooperation between the two 

islands. The Kwajalein Atoll Development Authority (KADA) has drawn 

up a long-range plan for redeveloping Ebeye, the centerpiece of which is a 

causeway to link Ebeye with six islands to the north. Resettlement of the 

population to these northern islands is expected, with the consequent 

alleviation of the tremendous overcrowding that still exists on Ebeye. The 

guidebook closes its section on Ebeye with a comment about "a percepti­

ble feeling of excitement and enthusiasm among Ebeye residents for the 

change that is taking place on their island. Once forgotten and often 

neglected, Ebeye is now a center of development activity."71 

Despite the optimism and happy-face approach, the serious problems 

that persist on Ebeye and in the greater Marshalls temper optimism and 

raise questions about the postcolonial environment. Once the prerogative 

of the colonizer, dumping is now a metaphor become a development pro­

ject with which the Republic of the Marshalls Islands looks to the future. 

In recent years, the Republic of the Marshall Islands has indicated repeat­

edly a willingness to accept barges of municipal garbage and drums of 

toxic wastes from Japan, Hawai'i, and the east and west coasts of the con­

tinental United States. The late first president of the Republic of the Mar-
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shall Islands, Amata Kabua, described his government's interest in such 
projects as a mix of pragmatism and principle. Revenue would be secured 

while the larger Pacific ocean environment would be freed of unregu­

lated, oftentimes unreported dumping of toxic wastes. One proposal, 

advanced by the American firm Admiralty Pacific, offered the Marshall 

Islands government $r6 million a year to accept ro percent of California's 

garbage; the trash was to be placed on barges and shipped to the Mar­

shalls. The Marshalls, said Admiralty Pacific, would have landfill with 

which its low-lying atolls could combat the rising ocean levels caused by 

the greenhouse effect, while California would be cleaner and greener. 72 

There have also been reports of government officials in the Marshalls 

who want to take one of the nuclear-damaged islands of the chain, say 

Bikini, and rent it to the world as a site for the dumping of atomic waste. 73 

Such plans, reported in tentative, only whispered terms, have been adver­

tised as generating about $ 50 million a year for twenty years. Alliances 

have shifted as well around the issue of land use and the politics of com­

pensation. Whereas the tensions between the K waj ale in landowners and 

the Republic of the Marshalls were once pronounced, new concerns have 

arisen over the government's designation of the landowners as the sole 

recipients of lease monies for Kwajalein through the Compact of Free 

Association. Individuals holding land use rights under these landowners 

feel this system of distribution ignores the sacrifice and deprivation they 

have experienced in being kept from their lands by the requirements of 

missile testing in Kwajalein Atoll. We might ask ourselves what manner 

of independent postcolonial mentality is manifest in these developments. 
I have endeavored to examine the postwar history of Ebeye through 

the metaphor of dumping, a metaphor that I think underscores the terri­

ble human costs of American nuclear colonialism, a metaphor that sub­

verts the distinction between the colonial and the postcolonial, and a 

metaphor that offers a critique of colonialism and is yet itself significantly 

affected by the culture of the colonizer from which it comes. In examining 

the causes, understandings, critiques and proposed solutions of the 
"Ebeye problem," I have endeavored to show the diversity, and sometimes 

divisions, within the cultures of both the colonized and the colonizer. 

Various groups of Marshallese and Americans understood Ebeye differ­

ently against a mix of factors that involved race, class, profession, loca­

tion, clan and kin obligations, indigenous politics, and the proximity and 

relationship to sources of colonial power and policy. In the spirit of these 

postmodern times, I think it is important to appreciate the ironies, polyvo­

cality, contradictions, and paradoxes of writing in and about an allegedly 
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postcolonial situation such as Ebeye. At the same time, we should not lose 
sight of some things that are more certain. Colonialism did create the 
multidimensional mess that Ebeye became and is. Hear the simple yet elo­
quent and moving witness of J ohnsay Riklon, who describes life on Ebeye 
as brutal and like an assault, or Lijon Eknilang who says, "I hate living on 
Ebeye, it's a terrible life there . . . .  I hope to move away one day but right 
now I don't dare. I'm afraid. " 74 In our recognition of complexities and 
complications, there needs to be an appreciation for clarity as well. 

The Continuing Story of Etao 
I close this chapter with a story that suggests the ways in which colo­

nialism affects local perceptions of the past, but a story that also reveals 
the ways in which colonialism can itself become ensnared and thus 
accessed by its incorporation into local renderings or histories. The story 
I pass on concerns Etao, the magician and trickster, whose magical trav­
els from west to east across the atolls and islands of the Marshalls left in 
their wake a variety of geographic features and also a host of cultural 
practices resulting from his prankish flouting of local chiefly authority.75 

Etao's travels through the Marshalls end on the easternmost island ofMili 
where, through an act of deadly deception, he stole the attractive daugh­
ters of the paramount chief there. 

The stories of Etao's journeys within the Marshalls are many, varied 
and long-standing. More recent versions extend the travels of the trickster 
into contemporary times. Leaving Mili, Etao and his new wives travel first 
to Kiribati and then to Fiji. Setting out from Fiji alone, Etao resumes the 
easterly course that had characterized his earlier travels through the 
Marshalls and that had been such a prominent, symbolically rich feature 
of the narratives about those travels. Etao eventfully reaches America, 
where he himself is tricked. Captured and placed in a bottle, the powerful 
magician is forced to cooperate with the American government on the 
development of planes, rockets, missiles, spacecraft, and atomic bombs. In 
a sense, a powerful force in the Marshallese cosmos is co-opted to serve 
the military interests of the United States. 

The effects of Etao's cooperation are manifest locally through the 
United States' expulsion of the Japanese from the Marshalls and its later 
nuclear and missile testing on Bikini, Enewetak, and Kwajalein. Regarded 
by the Marshallese as the strongest force on earth, America's might, 
according to the continuing story of Etao, draws from primordial powers 
within the Marshallese cosmos. In the minds of the Marshallese, World 
War II, nuclear testing, and the Vietnam War are all part of a single strug-
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gle between the United States and its enemies in the Pacific. For the Mar­

shallese, this extended struggle as meant great suffering, displacement, 

disease, and death. The continuing story of Etao, however, tempers this 

traumatic past with hopes for a better future by linking the Marshallese 

genealogically and cosmologically to the great force that is the United 

States. Etao's contributions to the formation of American power in the 

Pacific create obligations of reciprocity; congressional appropriations, 

federal programs, compact funds, and compensation for the human and 

environmental costs of nuclear testing are all required by the relationship 

between the United States and the Marshalls as underscored in the con­

tinuing story of Etao. This linkage also speaks to the redress of grievances 

resulting from the abusive privileges of chiefs, a theme that lies at the 

heart of the earlier Etao stories. The medium or relay for the contempo­

rary travels of Etao and their significance is the anthropologist Laurence 

Carucci; he concludes, 

Etao' s path from west to east retraces the steps of primordial 

Islanders who first came to the Marshalls. He continues his 

route, eventually being out-tricked by the stealthy Americans, 

far to windward. At the same time, Marshallese become figura­

tive ancestors of the Americans ( and current Islanders become 

collateral kin) by weaving part of their substance into the physio­

logical and geographical path travelled by Etao to America. From 

their Bible mentors, Marshall Islanders learned A ro eta burueir re 

naj jolit ene eo (or Re naj jolit li51 ), "the meek shall inherit the land" 

(or "the earth") (Matt. 5.5). With the high chiefs having claimed 

rights of access to the land, however, by Marshallese reckoning, 

what better way to secure one's inheritance than through estab­

lished claims to a primordial place on the path that leads to the 

source of the force. 76 

In a history that concerns itself with the discourses around economic 

development in Micronesia, there needs to be a place for such tales that 

reveal the ways in which even the most horrific of colonial practices 

become entangled in local histories that give meaning to the present, that 

provide some hope for the future, and that challenge the very notion of 

development as Americans have presented it. 



Chapter 8 

The End of History for 

the Edge of Paradise? 

All of the discourses over economic development in Micronesia antici­
pated the termination of the 1947 Trusteeship Agreement between the 
United States and the United Nations. Negotiations over an alternative 
and future political status for the islands came to center on free associa­
tion, a curious hybrid concept that sought to sustain American strategic 
interests through limited concessions to local autonomy. For the Caroline 
and Marshall Islands, free association seemed to offer a constrained, 
almost neocolonial future. For the United States, free association pre­
sented, in the words of one astute observer, the opportunity of "staying 
while leaving" 1 and of buying out of direct responsibility for the morass 
that it had made of development in the islands. 

The Compact of Free Association, implemented on 3 November 1986 
for the Federated States of Micronesia and the Republic of the Marshall 
Islands and on 1 November 1994 for the Republic of Palau, looms then as 
the potentially culminating arrangement in a process designed to secure 
continued American control of the area under rhetorical pledges to 
respect the sovereignty of island governments and to contribute to their 
economic development. Francis Fukuyama would identify this larger 
process, of which the Compact of Free Association is a part, as the end of 
history. In this final chapter, I examine the Compact of Free Association 
between the United States and the three Micronesian governments in 
light of Fukuyama's thesis. I also offer readers a tour of "compacted 
Micronesia" through a critical reading of P. F. Kluge's book The Edge of 

Paradise. I conclude with several thoughts on how both the history and 
future of economic development in "American Micronesia" might be cal­
culated or figured differently from the ways and means advanced by 
Fukuyama, Kluge, and others who think like them. 
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Ending History? 

"The end of history" comes from Fukuyama's 1992 work The End of 

History and the Last Man. 2 Fukuyama' s thesis is that liberal democracy 
constitutes the endpoint of ideological evolution and the final, most 
nearly perfect form of human government; as such, the triumph of liberal 
democracy throughout the globe represents the end of history, or, to put 
it another way, the obliteration of difference through the transformation 
of the other into the like or familiar. Fredric Jameson's concerns about 
colonialism's denial of other people's histories seem realized in 
Fukuyama's vision of the new world order. 

Fukuyama' s idea of the end of history draws heavily from the work of 
the German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel, who understood and wrote about 
history as a single, coherent, evolutionary process-directed, discernible, 
and inevitable. Hegel saw human history as working its way from simple 
tribal societies based on slavery and subsistence agriculture through var­
ious theocracies, monarchies, and feudal aristocracies, and ultimately to 
modern liberal democracy based on technologically driven capitalism. In 
Fukuyama' s analysis, the inevitable triumph of liberal democracy results 
from the interplay of pragmatic economics, rational science, and a pri­
mordial human drive for recognition. From this complex interplay 
emerges a mature capitalist economy capable of meeting the needs of all. 
The end of history brings too the appearance of a universal "last man," 
content, democratic, free, prosperous, productive, and globally conscious. 

Marx, as Fukuyama notes, also wrote of the inevitable march of his­
tory, but a history whose end was marked by the realization of the ideal 
socialist state, not the ascendancy of liberal capitalist democracy. To 
Fukuyama's way of thinking, the events of the late 1980s and early 1990s 
have proved Hegel right and Marx wrong. The decline of communism in 
Eastern Europe, the disintegration of the Soviet Union, and the weaken­
ing of Castro's Cuba leave the United States as the most perfect example of 
a liberal capitalist democracy, an example to be embraced and emulated 
by others. The world, according to Fukuyama, seems in the process of 
becoming like "US". Not surprisingly, more conservative constituencies 
within the American political arena have responded enthusiastically to 
Fukuyama' s thesis and to the recent political events in the world that 
would seem to validate it. Fukuyama's work pays little attention to mat­
ters of culture, colonialism, and the politics of development. Colonialism 
comes under what Fukuyama would describe as history with a small 
"h" -events in time that are negative, destructive, and seemingly regres­
sive, but that are ultimately overcome by History with a capital "H." Big 
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History works as a single, progressive movement leading to a universal 
and homogenous global economic system. Culture for Fukuyama consti­
tutes only a series of obstacles to economic development that include reli­
gion; admittedly formidable national, racial, and ethnic loyalties; highly 
stratified social systems; and rigidly centralized forms of power and gov­
ernment that preclude or severely limit the ability of people to associate 
freely with one another. 3 

I call attention to Fukuyama' s The End of History and the Last Man not 
because I think it represents a particularly salient, valuable treatise on 
political economy, but because it reflects what some observers believe or, 
in other instances, fear to be the ultimate resolution of American colonial­
ism in the Caroline, Mariana, and Marshall Islands. Fukuyama presents a 
vision of a world order that transcends independent national entities in 
favor of a simple, universal state that makes all one, or all a part of one. 
The end of history for Micronesia, then, means the absorption or incorpo­
ration of these islands by the United States. In the Northern Marianas, that 
eventuality might already appear accomplished through the 1975 com­
monwealth agreement that makes those islands an American territory. In 
the Caroline and Marshall Islands, the political status of free association 
with the United States looks, in the minds of many both within and 
beyond the region, to be an intermediate status ultimately leading to a 
closer, more permanent affiliation with the United States. 

Negotiations 

Begun in 1969, negotiations over a different political status for the 
islands presumed the strategic importance the United States attached to 
the islands' geographical location. The centrality of that strategic geogra­
phy led one Washington official to remark, "If it weren't for the Defense 
Department interests, the negotiations would have been over a long time 
ago." 4 The Nixon Doctrine seemed to underscore the importance of the 
islands' strategic geography in the negotiations. Articulated on Guam in 
1969, the Nixon Doctrine called for the shifting of the American defense 
perimeter away from contested bases in Japan, Okinawa, and the Philip­
pines toward more secure sites in the American Pacific, most notably 
Guam and the Trust Territory. Emboldened by this pronouncement, nego­
tiators for the Congress of Micronesia, the sole representative government 
for the islands at the time, put forth a series of demands in their initial 
encounter with American representatives in Washington, D.C. , during 
October 1969. At this first round of negotiations, the Micronesians 
insisted upon the return of all public land held by the Trust Territory gov-
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emment on behalf of the United States, the settlement of all claims result­

ing from the destruction of life and property in the islands during World 

War II, unrestricted access to the United States for Micronesian citizens 

and products, and guaranteed financial assistance from the United States 

over a mutually-agreed-upon period of time. At the second round of nego­

tiations on Saipan the following year, American representatives coun­

tered by extending an offer of commonwealth status with the United 

States holding full sovereignty over the islands. In a speech before the 

Congress of Micronesia, Lazarus Salli of Palau, the head of the Microne­

sian Future Political Status Commission at the time, gave his understand­

ing of what commonwealth status would mean for the islands: "Microne­

sians would become the newest, the smallest, the remotest non-white 

minority in the United States political family-as permanent and as 

American, shall we say, as the American Indian. " 5 

Calling the offer of commonwealth status unacceptable, the Congress 

of Micronesia charged its Future Political Status Commission with inves­

tigating the option of independence. Although some members of Congress 

spoke ardently of the desirability of independence, general sentiment 

remained in favor of some form of continued association with the United 

States. Over the next two years, negotiations bogged down over disagree­

ments regarding the levels of American financial assistance, the length of 

an agreement, and the procedures for any early termination of that agree­

ment. On the American side, the transfer of responsibility for the conduct 

of negotiations from the Department of the Interior to an interdepart­

mental task force, titled the Office of Micronesian Status Negotiations and 

headed by an individual of ambassadorial rank, delayed the negotiations 

further. Displeasure within the Congress of Micronesia over the United 

States '  insistence upon a termination clause that required the consent or 

approval of both parties scuttled an initialed agreement of free association 

between the two negotiating teams in 1972 .  More serious, however, were 

the divisions that showed themselves among Micronesians. 

By 1975 ,  the Northern Marianas had left the rest of Micronesia to 

become a commonwealth of the United States.6 In that same year, repre­

sentatives of both Palau and the Marshalls made known their desire to 

negotiate separately with the United States as governments in their own 

right. Both groups reiterated their intention before the United Nations 

Trusteeship Council the next year. In 1977,  the Carter administration's 

ambassador to the Micronesian status talks, Peter Rosenblatt, agreed to 

open separate negotiations with both Palau and the Marshalls. There 
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would follow another five years of negotiations before a draft compact of 
free association was ready to put before the United Nations Trusteeship 
Council, the United States Congress, the respective congresses of the three 
Micronesian governments, and the general citizenry of the islands. 

Particularly ominous was the inability of negotiators to reconcile the 
antinuclear provisions of Palau's constitution with American defense 
requirements as recognized by the compact and its attendant mutual 
security pact. A compromise of sorts was reached through the establish­
ment of a referendum that would ask Palauans to vote on the compact 
and on an amendment to their constitution that would soften its antinu­
clear provisions, thus making legally possible an acceptance of the com­
pact. Approval of the compact itself required only a majority vote; the 
endorsement of 75 percent of those voting, however, was needed for pas­
sage of the constitutional amendment. With these arrangements agreed 
upon, general negotiations were concluded in 1982 and plebiscites 
arranged for the following year in all three areas. Voters in the Federated 
States of Micronesia and the Republic of the Marshall Islands endorsed 
the compact by considerable margins, though pockets of resistance 
showed themselves on Pohnpei and among those islands in the Marshalls 
most directly affected by nuclear testing. In Palau, voters accepted the 
compact but failed to provide the 75 percent majority required to amend 
their constitution. There would be for Palauans another decade of votes, 
governmental consultations, political infighting, violence, and heavy­
handed American pressure. 7 

A lengthy review process in the United States Congress delayed the 
actual implementation of the compact in the FSM and the Marshalls. Fear­
ing extended scrutiny from an increasingly critical United Nations Trust­
eeship Council angered by the United States' failure to consult more closely 
with it over the matter of the Micronesian status negotiations, the Reagan 
administration simply declared the Compact of Free Association with the 
FSM and Marshalls governments operational on 3 November 1986.8 A 
series oflengthy, complex, and highly controversial maneuverings within 
Palau eventually lowered the requirements for a constitutional amend­
ment from 75 percent of participating voters to a simple majority; this 
move made possible the approval of the compact in an eighth plebiscite 
vote held in Palau in November 1993. By the terms of a preexisting agree­
ment reached between the United States and Palauan governments dur­
ing the American Congress' general review of the document, the compact 
took official effect a year after its endorsement by the voters. 
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The Compact as a "Mechanism '' of Continuing Domination 

Fukuyama writes of a uniform "mechanism, " fueled by the powers of 

modern natural science, that directs human social organization toward 

liberal democracy.9 It would not be too extended an extrapolation of 

Fukuyama's argument, I think, to view the Compact of Free Association 

between the United States and the governments of the Federated States of 

Micronesia, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, and the Republic of 

Palau as being a part of the "mechanism" that moves the islands toward 

the end of history. I would like, then, to consider the Compact of Free 

Association as a "mechanism" or vehicle that seeks to overcome what 

might be different and distinctive about the people of the area called 

Micronesia. In short, the compact can be read as preface to the eventual 

subsumption of the islands into a global economic order dominated by the 

United States. I would like to indicate here, though, that the Compact of 

Free Association does not mark the end of history or anything dose to it. 

In the matter of economic development in American Micronesia ,  an 

understanding of the compact requires a more careful, cross-culturally 

nuanced consideration of attempts to transform island peoples into pro­

ductive workers and responsible consumers, and of local understandings, 

responses, and resistance to those attempts. 

The Compact of Free Association between the United States and the 

FSM, the Marshalls, and Palau has been characterized by its supporters as 

satisfying American security interests while recognizing the integrity of 

Micronesian governments. 10 The compact provides funding to maintain 

existing governmental operations and to develop self-sustaining national 

economies for the three Micronesian governments. In outline form. the 

Compact of Free Association with the three Micronesian governments 

recognizes their sovereignty, their right to complete control over all 

domestic and internal matters, and their authority to conduct their own 

foreign affairs though in consultation with the United States. The United 

States ,  assuming responsibility for all defense and security matters, 

pledges in the compact to defend the freely associated states "as if they 

were a part of the United States. " 1 1 

For the FSM and the Marshalls , the compact has a fifteen-year life; the 

agreement with Palau extends over fifty years. 1 2  The Micronesian gov­

ernments promise to refrain from any activity that the United States gov­

ernment deems to be incompatible with its commitment to ensure the 

security of the area and agree, essentially in perpetuity and through 

accompanying mutual security pacts with the United States, to the clo­

sure of their lands and waters to the military forces of other nations unless 



The End of History for the Edge of Paradise? 223 

specifically requested by the United States government. Separate, respec­
tive agreements with the Republic of the Marshalls and the Republic of 
Palau grant the United States military continued operation of the Kwaja­
lein Missile Range and use options to lands on Babeldaob and to parts of 
Koror's Malakai Harbor. Under the terms of the agreement between the 
United States and the three Micronesian governments, the compact may 
be terminated either by mutual agreement between the freely associated 
state in question and the United States or unilaterally by either the Micro­
nesian or United States governments. Under Title IV of the compact, cer­
tain provisions relating to economic assistance and security matters 
would remain in force in the event of early termination. Finally, the com­
pact provides that on the thirteenth anniversary of the enactment of the 
compact, representatives of the United States and the freely associated 
state will commence negotiations to renew, revise, or let lapse the Com­
pact of Free Association. 

The financial terms of the Compact of Free Association provide the 
FSM with an annual block grant of $59.06 million and the Marshalls a 
yearly allotment that averages $37.06 million. 13 Estimates for the com­
pact with the Republic of Palau project a yearly average assistance level 
of roughly $24 million from the United States. Forty percent of this block 
grant money, designated in the compact as the "capital account, " is ear­
marked for economic assistance with projected uses including infrastruc­
ture development and revenue-generating projects. The remaining 60 
percent of the block grants, defined as the "current account, " is allocated 
for the administrative costs of government and related services. The com­
pact's funding scheme provides for the diminution of United States grant 
assistance to the FSM and the Marshalls after the fifth and tenth years. 
Although the terms of the compact with Palau extend over a fifty-year 
period, most of the financial assistance offered by the United States is 
"front-loaded" during the first fifteen years of the agreement. The interest 
and investment income earned from a first-year, lump sum payment of 
$66 million comprises the principal source of projected U.S. funding for 
Palau between the sixteenth and fiftieth years of the compact. 

The compact also specifies, under section 177 and related provisions in 
Public Law 99-239 implementing the agreement, a first-year appropria­
tion of $150 million to cover United States liabilities incurred by its 
nuclear-testing program in the Marshalls. In addition, the people of the 
irradiated atolls ofBikini, Enewetak, Rongelap, and Utirik are guaranteed 
a total of $183,750,000 in payments, while another $45.75 million has 
been set aside to handle any outstanding or additional claims filed before 



224 Chapter 8 

a government-appointed claims tribunal following the implementation of 
the compact. Other monies are provided for the management and disper­
sal of these sums. Total compensation for American nuclear testing in the 
Marshalls as authorized in the compact and related agreements comes to 
about $420 million. 

The compact and its subsidiary agreements also commit the United 
States to provide at no cost to the FSM, the Marshalls, and Palau an exten­
sive international telecommunications network, airline and airport safety 
services, a regulatory system for commercial air traffic, natural disaster 
relief, weather forecasting services, and use of the United States Postal Ser­
vice' s  international facilities. Other subsidiary agreements address marine 
space jurisdiction, military use and operating rights agreements, and legal 
matters involving extradition, liability, prosecution, and immunity. 

During the course of congressional hearings, representatives of other 
American territories complained about the special tax and trade incen­
tives denied them but granted to the Micronesian governments under the 
terms of the compact. 14 The complaints led to the dropping of these spe­
cial incentives from the final version of the compact. As compensation, 
the Micronesian governments receive access to the domestic assistance 
programs of a number of federal agencies including the Federal Deposit 
Corporation, the Small Business Administration, the Economic Develop­
ment Administration, the Rural Electrification Administration, the Job 
Partnership Training Act, the Job Corps, and the Department of Com­
merce' s  programs in the areas of tourism and marine resources develop­
ment. Such additional access to United States federal programs supple­
ments significantly the continuing and nonreimbursable technical 
assistance already committed in the compact from the United States 
Forest Service, the National Marine Fisheries Service ,  the United States 
Coast Guard, and the Department of the Interior's Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation. The actual dollar amounts provided for by the com­
pact are difficult to calculate because of provisions for inflation, the con­
tributions of above-mentioned U.S. federal programs whose services are 
authorized but not specified in dollar amounts ,  and compensatory adjust­
ments, again unspecified in dollar amounts, in health, education, and 
environmental impact. Best estimates put the total cost of the compact 
with the three Micronesian governments at roughly $2 .7  billion. 1 5  

Debating the Terms of Endowment 

In Fukuyama's vision of the end of history, national sovereignty and 
independence ultimately count for little in a process that culminates in a 
universal, homogenous, triumphant structure of liberal capitalist democ-
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racy. Sovereignty and independence, however, proved key concerns in 
the negotiations between the American and different Micronesian gov­
ernments over the Compact of Free Association. At the start of those 
negotiations in October 1969, the Congress of Micronesia, still represent­
ing all the island groups that made up the United States Trust Territory 
of the Pacific Islands, endorsed four fundamental principles to guide any 
formal deliberations on the termination of the Trusteeship Agreement 
and the establishment of a future self-governing political status for the 
islands.16 The first of these four principles identified the sovereignty of 
Micronesia as residing in the people of the islands and their duly consti­
tuted governments. Principle two asserted that Micronesians possessed 
the right of self-determination and with it the power to choose between 
independence and a status of free association with any other nation or 
organization of nations. Principle three endorsed the right of Microne­
sians to adopt a constitution and to amend, change, or revoke that con­
stitution at any time, while principle four stipulated that any agreement 
to associate freely with another nation should be expressed in the form of 
a revocable compact terminable unilaterally by either party. 

The debate over just how effectively these four principles are honored 
in the Compact of Free Association remains intense. Official representa­
tives of the Micronesian governments all spoke positively and enthusias­
tically about the Compact of Free Association, at least in public. In 1983, 
the FSM Congress' Committee on External Affairs had endorsed the com­
pact initialed at Hilo, Hawai'i, on I October 1982 as recognizing the Fed­
erated States of Micronesia as a "sovereign nation, established under a 
constitution adopted by its people, with full control over its internal and 
foreign affairs." 1 7  Speaking before a subcommittee of the United States 
House of Representatives Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs, Bailey 
Olter, then vice-president of the Federated States of Micronesia, described 
the Compact of Free Association as offering both the United States and 
the FSM the opportunity to replace the dated and inadequate Trustee­
ship Agreement with a "healthy and solid relationship designed for the 
future." 18  Olter went on to affirm that the people of his small island nation 
understood quite well the terms of the Compact of Free Association and 
desired deeply the close relationship with the United States made possible 
by the compact. Before a similar congressional hearing, Oscar DeBrum, 
chief secretary for the government of the Republic of the Marshall Islands, 
called the compact a less-than-perfect document of compromises that 
nonetheless allowed for a fair and equitable relationship between the 
United States and the Marshall Islands. 19 

Representatives from the United States Congress and from the various 



226 Chapter 8 

offices and agencies of the federal government also spoke in support of the 
compact. These many commentators agreed that the end of an era was at 
hand; comments, testimonies, and opening and closing remarks employed 
words such as "culmination," "conclusion," "termination," and "finaliza­
tion" in assessing the negotiations over the Compact of Free Association. 
Those words, I believe, were not limited to the end of protracted negotia­
tions over the dissolution of the Trusteeship but reflected as well a sense 
that the differences between Micronesians and Americans had been over­
come. The compact, along with its subsidiary agreements, sought to 
make the islands compatible with American notions of life and govern­
ment; it promised, through provisions for economic assistance, to com­
plete Micronesians' transformation from backward island peoples into 
productive, responsible, hard-working near-Americans in close associa­
tion with what some held to be the world's leading capitalist democracy. 

Outside, and even sometimes within the arenas of official comment 
and review of the compact, could be heard dissident voices that had a 
decidedly different understanding of the compact, its effects and purposes. 
In quiet, more private moments, men like Andohn Amarich and Lazarus 
Salii, the chief negotiators for the Federated States of Micronesia and the 
Republic of Palau respectively, conceded with a decided air of resignation 
that the Compact of Free Association with the United States was the best 
deal that could be secured under the circumstances.20 Dwight Heine, an 
opponent of the Kabua family with a long and distinguished career in 
education, government, and politics, offered a more pointed assessment of 
the compact. From his position as leader of a dissident political organiza­
tion known as the Voice of the Marshalls, Heine called "free association" 
nothing more than a term; the approval of the Compact of Free Asso­
ciation, he said, would only increase the Republic of the Marshalls' depen­
dency on the United States: "Who are we kidding? The fact of the matter 
is that for forty years, U.S. administrations have conditioned us to be 
dependent on the U.S. mentally, socially and economically. The Marshalls 
will have no choice but to renew the compact . . .  making the region even 
more dependent on the U.S."2 1 

The Pohnpei State Legislature made known its reservations about the 
compact, especially those sections that specified the overriding para­
mountcy of American security interests and that allowed for American 
review of all financial accounts and records at every level of government 
within Micronesia.22 The Pohnpeian legislators saw these latter powers 
as constituting a serious, disruptive incursion on the autonomy and 
integrity of both the national and state governments of the FSM. 
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During the course of the United States Congress' review of the docu­

ment, a host of witnesses from legal. academic, and church communities 

stepped forward to voice their concern or opposition to the compact. Dr. 

Mark Roberts of Harvard University described the compact as hundreds of 

pages long and written by a very clever bunch of American lawyers with 

a very convoluted, ultimately self-serving system of cross referencing. 

Roberts described the compact as a difficult document for even a trained 

professional to comprehend. Roberts' assessment was seconded by Sen­

ator Johnson Toribong of the Palau legislature, who characterized the 

compact as a "masterpiece of cross-referencing . . .  difficult to read, writ­

ten in English by attorneys, full of ambiguities." Prof. Roger Clark of 

Rutgers University Law School and a consultant to different Micronesian 

governments during the negotiations over the Compact of Free Associa­

tion, likened the document to something designed by one of the more 

unscrupulous insurance companies. Speaking before the United Nations 

Trusteeship Council on 1 December 1982, Clark pointed out that what is 

given on the first page may be taken away by the small print in one of the 

eleven subsidiary agreements attached to the compact. Arnold Leibowitz, 

in his 1989 book Defining Status: A Comprehensive Analysis of United States 

Territorial Relations, characterized the various subsidiary agreements as 

often containing provisions too difficult politically to be placed in the text 

of the compact itself. 23 

This was especially true in matters involving the deployment of 

nuclear weapons and radioactive materials through Micronesian land, 

seas, and airspace. With direct reference to section 324 of the Compact of 

Free Association, Roberts pointed to how the restrictions on the use, test­

ing, storage, or disposal of nuclear, toxic, chemical, gas, or biological 

weapons by the United States could be circumvented by provisions in the 

Mutual Security Pacts and Military Use and Operating Rights Agree­

ments. 24 These provisions distinguish in finely legalistic terms between 

armed and unarmed nuclear weapons; they also designate the United 

States as the ultimate determiner of crises that necessitate the legal pres­

ence of nuclear weapons within Micronesian territory. Roberts concluded 

that the subsidiary agreements concerning security issues and military 

operations in the islands ultimately permit the United States to do what­

ever it wants whenever it wants. 

More long-standing critics of the American presence in Micronesia 

have viewed the Compact of Free Association as doing little more than 

ensuring the primacy of American defense and security interests in the 

area. Catherine Lutz, writing in the Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars in 
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June 1986, charged that the United States was buying out Micronesia not 
with the prospects of genuine economic development but with "imported 
food, tobacco, alcohol, and government payroll checks" that only ensured 
the continued dependence of the area on the United States. Addressing the 
plebiscites on the Compact of Free Association that were held in 198 3, Lutz 
likened the "free" choice of Micronesian voters to "those of boat passen­
gers who have been taken far from their shore by a pilot whose interests 
and itinerary are not their own and who are then given the choice of 
remaining on the boat or swimming the 200 miles back to shore."25 An 
anthropologist with extensive field experience on the atoll of Ifaluk in the 
central Carolines, Lutz argued that the statements of American congres­
sional and government witnesses in support of the compact evidenced the 
language of a paternal colonialism: Micronesians were said to have "come 
of age" under the "guidance and tutelage" of the United States. In Lutz's 
estimation, the compact ultimately disguised the annexation of Microne­
sia under the persisting myth of an anticolonial America. 

Henry Schwalbenberg, the assistant director of the Micronesian Sem­
inar on Weno in Chuuk, undertook an extensive, thirty-month analysis 
of the Compact of Free Association between December 1981 and April 
1984. Schwalbenberg expressed particular concern about the mutual 
security pacts between the United States and the Micronesian govern­
ments.26 In agreeing in perpetuity to the principle of strategic denial-the 
principle that denied other nations access to Micronesian lands, harbors, 
waters, and airspace without the direct consent of the United States-the 
Federated States of Micronesia, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, and 
the Republic of Palau were depriving themselves, in Schwalbenberg's 
estimation, of their most crucial bargaining chip in any future political 
negotiations with the United States. All things considered, the Jesuit 
brother concluded that the compact was "more association than free. "27 

Those concerned about how free the Micronesian governments really 
were under the Compact of Free Association with the United States would 
find much to be concerned about in a letter written to three very conserv­
ative members of the United States Congress on 4 June 1981 by James L. 
Buckley, the undersecretary of state for security assistance, science and 
technology. 28 In that letter, Buckley noted that modernization and devel­
opment in Micronesia were being imperiled by what he called "tradition­
alism." Buckley stated his belief that until governing elites could overcome 
the impediments inherent to their culture, gross social and economic 
inequities would continue within the Micronesian communities. Buckley 
added that Micronesian sovereignty was not innate, as the compact 
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seemed to acknowledge, but was rather a matter of United States congres­
sional discretion. The United States' responsibilities toward the area and 
its people transcended the limitations and concerns of international law; 
solid proof of local Micronesian governments' ability to ensure the welfare 
of their citizens was required before absolute sovereignty could be granted. 
Buckley expressed his own view that free association in Micronesia would 
lead most likely toward a closer, more permanent relationship with the 
United States. Buckley envisioned some form of commonwealth status for 
the FSM, the Marshalls, and Palau or a union with other American Pacific 
territories that might eventually evolve into statehood. 

Buckley's comments on the restrictions and conditions of Micronesian 
sovereignty seem to be mirrored in those provisions of the Compact of 
Free Association that permit the United States to intervene in local gov­
ernment. Section 102 of Title I of Public Law 99-239 approving the Com­
pact of Free Association between the United States and the FSM and 
Marshalls governments stipulates the submission of economic develop­
ment plans by both Micronesian governments. Section 231 of Article II of 
the Compact of Free Association with the government of Palau also calls 
for the submission and review of a national development plan. These 
national development plans, to be submitted at regular intervals by the 
three Micronesian governments over the life of their respective agree­
ments with the United States, are to be reviewed by the president, who 
then reports the findings to Congress within sixty days of receipt of the 
documents. In making this assessment, the president is required to solicit 
the views of the secretary of the interior, the administrator of the Agency 
for International Development, and the heads of such executive depart­
ments as he or she deems appropriate and advisable. 

In testimony before a House subcommittee, Ambassador Fred Zeder, 
the president's personal representative to the Micronesian status talks 
between 1981 and 1986, said that the purpose of this requirement was to 
ensure the success of a mutually appropriate, desirable set of economic 
goals and objectives involving the American and Micronesian govern­
ments. Zeder characterized this system of monitoring and control as being 
sufficiently rigorous to assure the prudent allocation of compact funds 
and sufficiently flexible to be consistent with the self-governing status of 
the Micronesian governments.29 Zeder further justified this requirement 
of the compact by calling it a remedy for the chronic lack of long-term 
economic planning in the Trust Territory. Thinking it ironic that the 
world's leading capitalist economy would be insisting upon a national 
development plan, representatives of the Federated States of Micronesia, 
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during the course of negotiations over the compact, facetiously asked 
their American counterparts for a copy of the United States' national 
development plan or, if that were unavailable, a copy of the development 
plan for New York City.30 They received neither because neither develop­
ment plan had ever existed. 

If free association is understood to be more about association than sov­
ereignty, the provisions of the compact designed to promote the national 
economies of the islands might be construed to be more about control 
than development. Section 233 of Title II of the compact authorizes audits 
on all monies extended as economic assistance and identified in section 
2n of the same Title II. Even more sweeping, however, are the provisions 
in section 102.c.1 of Public Law 99-239 implementing the compact for the 
FSM and Marshalls governments. This section provides the comptroller 
general of the United States and his General Accounting Office with the 
authority to audit all grants, program assistance, and other forms of aid 
provided to the Federated States of Micronesia. In pursuing this duty, the 
comptroller general is given access "to such personnel and to such rec­
ords, documents, working papers, automated data and files, and other 
information relevant to such a review." 

These extensive, wide-ranging powers are enhanced further by other 
legal requirements in the legislation approving the Compact of Free Asso­
ciation. Under section 102.c.4, the government of the Federated States of 
Micronesia is required to provide financial statements that account for the 
use of all funds provided by the United States under the compact. The sub­
mission of such financial statements is required within 180 days after the 
end of the fiscal year in the United States. Section 103.m.1 of Public Law 
99-239 makes similar requirements for audits and the submission of 
annual financial statements by the Republic of the Marshalls. 3 1 In addi­
tion, supplemental provisions to section 177 of the compact providing 
money for validated claims against damage, loss, and suffering as a result 
of the American nuclear testing in the Marshalls require the services of a 
fund manager to supervise the expenditure and recording of all monies in 
connection with this authorization. Similar requirements are placed upon 
the lump-sum payment of $66 million made to the government of Palau 
during the first year of its compact with the United States; section 2n, 
Article II, of the compact' s Title II calls for a separate agreement on the 
monitoring and review of all investment income earned by this money. 

In short, a scrutiny of the Compact of Free Association, particularly 
those areas dealing with economic assistance and with the management 
and supervision of that assistance, suggests that economic development 
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remains subordinate and subservient as it  always has been in American 

Micronesia to the dictates of strategic politics. 32 Behind the dollar 

amounts of the compact are stipulations that allow the rhetoric of devel­

opment to persist as an essentially discursive strategy of domination. If 

the history of the islands called Micronesia were only about American 

colonialism and compacts of free association, the future would look a 

great deal like the past. There is, however, more to be said about the pasts 

and futures of the islands than this. 

Touring the Edge of Paradise 

What of American Micronesia in the years immediately following the 

implementation of the Compact of Free Association? A more personal 

account of life in the islands might provide a welcome respite from the 

legal terminology and technicalities of the Compact of Free Association. 

P. F. Kluge, in The Edge of Paradise, offers a very personal and particular 

vision of the islands, but a vision that distorts and disturbs in its strong 

resemblance to other and earlier accounts of American efforts in Micro­

nesia. Kluge's account takes us a bit beyond the temporal limits of this 

study. I trust this will not disconcert readers too much. Historians find it 

relatively easy to establish temporal borders for their studies; the rela­

tionship between present and past is not so easily fixed, however. Any 

study of a past time is never very far from the present in which it is pro­

duced. Histories always bring a cargo of meanings and lessons for their 

contemporary audiences. So it is with The Edge of Paradise. 

Kluge writes of the Caroline, Mariana, and Marshall Islands in 1989, 

three years after the implementation of the compact in the FSM and the 

Marshalls and fourteen years after the inauguration of the common­

wealth agreement in the Northern Marianas. A former Peace Corps vol­

unteer, author of what ultimately became the preamble to the constitu­

tion of the Federated States of Micronesia, and now professor of creative 

writing at Kenyon College in Ohio, Kluge details a trip he took to Micro­

nesia in search of the meaning behind the suicide of his close friend, for­

mer senator in the Congress of Micronesia and second president of the 

Republic of Palau, Lazarus Salii. Kluge's text is deeply affected by what I 

take to be grief, angst, a consciousness of aging, a sense of loss, and a feel­

ing of powerlessness. Shattered hopes and failed dreams provide the 

metaphors that organize Kluge's narrative and shape the meaning he 

finds in Salii' s death. 

Kluge had once looked at a younger, more idealistic, charismatic Salii 

as the one who would take a group of conquered, colonized, misadminis-
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tered islands and transform them into proud, bustling island communi­

ties that stood at the center of the Pacific. For Kluge, the contemporary 

situation in the islands now mirrors Salii' s own personal fate. Kluge sees 

the islands as possessing the same kind of dilapidated quality that char­

acterized their physical infrastructure in the immediate post-World War 
II years. Almost fifty years after America's initial occupation, Koror in 

Palau, like most of Micronesia, still exudes the ambience of a "ruined 

estate, abandoned by owners and overseers, inherited by local workers, 

newly liberated and somewhat at a loss." Concrete houses, air condition­

ers, sewers, paved roads, and shopping malls are all products of the Amer­

ican presence; they do not change, however, the town's essential nature 

which is "ramshackle and nondescript, a disappointment to visitors who 

expected thatch roofs, breezy porches, and raffish charm." 3 3  

Kluge chronicles, and pessimistically, a Micronesia in which the differ­

ent island groups have settled their fates and made their deals with the 

Americans. He counts a total population of less than a hundred thousand, 

speaking nine mutually unintelligible languages and surviving on "a 
shaky, artificial lopsided economy based on scrap metal, copra, fish and 

government subsidy in an area . . .  so far, so small and located off the 

edge of the world." 34 The net effect of five decades of American bumbling 

and mismanagement is the creation of an improbable welfare state that 

resembles more an urban ghetto or a North American Indian reservation 

than a Pacific island. Kluge comments that those, like himself, who had 

once rooted for Micronesians now find themselves confronted with the 

prospect that island leaders are using their new powers to trash the place 

and each other. 

Based on his island travels, Kluge writes of opportunities turning into 

opportunism and leaders gone bad; he sees only corruption, nepotism, 

conflicts of interest, privileges abused, cronyism, carpetbaggers, extrava­

gant finders' fees, and sweetheart deals. Majuro, the atoll capital for the 

Republic of the Marshall Islands, presents itself to Kluge as a "feast of 

ironies, a warren of houses and warehouses and shacks that feels like a 

slovenly picnic in the mid-Pacific, like Central Park after one of those 

Puerto Rican holidays, all trashed and pissed on." Majuro suffers from a 

plethora of "Third World" problems that include unplanned urbaniza­

tion, rising expectations, doubling populations, polluted lagoons, and poi­

soned reefs. Assaulting the physical senses are "the smell of rotting wood, 

the sight of rusty roofs, the mid-day heat, the flies and mosquitos, pot­

holes and puddles, ghetto crowding, and bus terminal torpor."3 5  

Moving farther west on the Air Micronesia island hopper from Hono-
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lulu, Kluge reaches Pohnpei, where he comments on the proclivity toward 

excessive drinking there and on the "beer tumors" of Micronesian males 

that give them the look of a life-long pregnancy. Meanwhile, American 

expatriates sit in local bars and speak of the island in renal, anal, and 

crude sexual metaphors that underscore their alienation, ignorance, and 

racism. Chuuk, for Kluge, remains "dreaded Hogoleu" with too many 

people, so many problems, and not enough land. Moen or Weno Island, 

the site of Chuuk state's district government, exists as a dusty, crowded 

dead-end place, all shacks and wash lines, plastic buckets, dying dogs, 

dead cars, idling people, and monotonous Chuukese music. With the 

exception of Yap, which is described as small, conservative, careful, pru­

dent, free of major population pressures, and led by an effective collabo­

ration of traditional chiefs and elected local officials, the islands of the 

Caroline group that constitute the Federated States of Micronesia struggle 

on as troubled places; they flounder some days, "floating and drifting the 

rest; less like islands than lifeboats, left behind by a large ship's sinking, 

paddling in circles, waiting for something to show up on the horizon, a 

continent they can land on or a rescue vessel that will toss them a line. "  36 

Saipan, with the financial windfall resulting from Japanese tourism 

and the financially lucrative terms of its commonwealth status, is 

described as looking like an American suburban fantasy-land and as 

being the most corrupt place on earth. Prosperity has brought complaint 

as well as wealth to the Chamorros of the island. There is, writes Kluge, 

considerable fear, distrust, and abuse of alien workers from as far away as 

Sri Lanka who crowd the garment factories and work in the hotels, and of 

Chinese and Korean merchants who outwork and undercut local mer­

chants. Having completed his tour through the islands, Kluge reaches 

Palau, his ultimate destination, and proceeds to indict that island group 

for its pride, malice, opportunism, and mystery. Kluge cites one expatriate 

observer's comments that Palauans are "just as fouled up as the other 

Micronesians are."37 Government provides the first refuge of employ­

ment, the religion and opiate of the people. 

Kluge suggests that Palau with its layers of national, state, and local 

governmental institutions, offices, and departments may be both the most 

overgoverned and the most ungovernable area of the world. Palauans' 

penchant for bickering with one another is manifest in their modern-day 

proclivity to sue and in their use of outside agencies and experts for 

advantage against local rivals. Even the most promising and carefully 

planned development projects fall victim to disputes among different 

groups of Palauans over land use and ownership. Kluge sees the future of 
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the Caroline and Marshall Islands as a source of intense local anxiety. He 
quotes one long-time expatriate resident of Pohnpei who understands 
well the intimate, long-standing relationship between global strategic 
politics and American levels of funding for the islands: 

There's no god damned source of funding to run the fucking 
place. What source of money is going to take the place of the 
millions they're getting now? They're supposed to lose four or 
five federal programs next year, and they're talldng like its the 
end of the world . . . .  If Gorbachev winds down the fucking cold 
war, we're fucked. Anybody who goes to bed here and prays 
for peace ought to be shot. 38 

For Kluge, Micronesia represents a once gallant, well-intentioned exercise 
in trusteeship gone tedious and corrupt. Trying to work through his affec­
tion, nostalgia, and longing for the islands of his youth, Kluge acknowl­
edges that his great hope was that the islands would remain stable and 
stationary. Instead, they became something else, he writes, "something 
. . .  loose and drifting, small-feeling places to escape from, not to."39 With 
direct reference to the pressures that caused his friend Lazarus Salii to 
take his own life, Kluge comments that no man is an island and that no 
island is an island either. If the Compact of Free Association and its 
accompanying discourse of development have brought the end of history 
to American Micronesia, it is a bad end, to read Kluge's vision ofit. 

Beyond Ends and Edges: Recalculating Economic Development 
Kluge' s The Edge of Paradise does not stand alone; it is but the most 

recent example of an extensive body of both popular and academic litera­
ture, cited throughout this study, that addresses the failure of economic 
development in American Micronesia. In a sense, things have come full 
circle as Kluge's assessment of the islands' present and future situations 
would seem to give the force of prophecy to that first official history of the 
early years of American rule in the islands; I refer specifically to Dorothy 
Richard's three-volume work, United States Naval Administration of the 

Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands. Richard's despair over the failings of 
Micronesians and over the impossibility of approximating Western eco­
nomic development in the islands finds strong echo and clear reflection in 
K.luge's more contemporary account. The professor's criticism of Amer­
ican policy in the islands is only seemingly more liberal than the lieu­
tenant commander's apology. Denigration of the islands and their people 
accompany Kluge's condemnation of more than fifty years of American 
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control. The stories passed on by Kluge about Micronesian greed, corrup­

tion, and opportunism differ little from the tales of islanders' follies nar­

rated by Richard. Micronesians as "moderns" or "near moderns" provide 

no more reassurance or satisfaction for American colonizers than 

Micronesians as "primitives." In trying to make sense of the dominant dis­

course of development that permeates the American presence in 

Micronesia and that shows itself in a range of writings from Richard to 

Kluge, we are left with larger questions about the nature of history, cul­

ture, and the power of representation in the islands. 

Throughout this book, I have endeavored to examine American efforts 

at economic development as an ultimately discursive strategy of domi­

nation designed to better possess Micronesians by remaking them in an 

image and likeness, if not substance, that served the interests of an Ameri­

can society at whose cultural core rest the principles of capitalist eco­

nomics. No history can isolate itself from the patterns and events of 

deeper, broader pasts. I have attempted to address the ascendancy of cap­

italism as culture in the West, the rise to power of the United States as the 

new center of the post-World War II global order, the strategic character 

of American interests in the islands called "Micronesia," and the contexts 

of containment and Cold War that fed this strategic obsession. Represen­

tations of islands as devastated by war and of islanders as grateful pri­

mitives in need of what Rear Adm. Carlton H. Wright termed "mild 

benevolence" served to explain America's presence and the necessity of 

development. The United Nations Trusteeship Agreement provided an 

international imprimatur that worked at once to veil and to justify Ameri­

can colonialism in the islands. A critical assessment of economic develop­

ment in American Micronesia also necessitated reference to earlier colo­

nial regimes in the region, each with its own distinctive patterns and 

practices of domination, and to the histories of such paradigmatic con­

cepts as development, modernization, and dependency. 

There is the need, I believe, to take the concept of economic develop­

ment both a little more and a little less seriously. The issues at stake 

behind economic development cannot be measured simply in terms of 

gross national products, per capita income, import-export ratios, foreign 

investment, or even employment statistics. There needs to be a con­

sciousness of economic development as a part of a larger transformative 

process that aspires to be near total in its reach and effects and that is 

resisted in subtle, masked, confounding, and even contradictory ways, 

ways that are informed by local histories and local traditions of economy 

and that contribute to a sense of community expressed through a con-
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tested, competing terrain of practices, beliefs, and relationships we might 
call "culture." Fishing on Kapingam.arangi, feasting on Pohnpei, the bat­
tle against tourism. on Yap, and the earliest efforts at the establishment of 
a competitive savings systems in the Chuuk Lagoon area all underscore 
the importance of this point. 

In raising the topic of resistance to economic development, I do not 
m.ean to invoke old, tired, worn, and ultimately ethnocentric Manichean 
or romanticist notions of opposition. More local voices of protest can cer­
tainly be heard in speeches from. the floor of the Congress of Micronesia or 
around the debate about dependency, but there exist too divisions and 
rivalries within given island societies that are sometimes created but 
m.ore often exacerbated by local competitions over development projects 
or development-related issues. The struggle among different groups of 
Palauans over the antinuclear provisions of their constitution, the dis­
pute between the Kwajalein landowners and the Republic of the Marshall 
Islands government over the lease of lands for American missile testing, 
and the contest between m.en and worn.en on Chuuk over the prohibition 
of alcohol offer three prominent examples. Disconcerting too is that auton­
omous governments, led and staffed by island peoples, m.ust now engage 
in the discourse of development to ensure their survival and sustain their 
power.40 Hard realities and m.ean facts haunt the exercise of sovereignty; 
only a space distinguishes the phrase "in dependence" from the word 
"independence." The logic of development can become mutated, almost 
surreal in postcolonial environments; the acceptance of toxic garbage as 
landfill or the leasing of abandoned islands as dumping sites for the 
nuclear wastes of foreign countries are rationalized as development pro­
jects of a different but plausible sort. 

Similarly, I do not intend by focusing on the discursive features of 
development to deny or dismiss the physical and social change affected in 
the islands by m.ore than a half-century of formal American influence. 
The construction of roads, bridges, wharfs, airports, and power plants has 
touched deeply the way people relate to their environment, interact with 
each other, and understand themselves and the larger world. The linking 
of the islands to the larger world through modern systems of communi­
cation and transportation has made possible the m.ovem.ent of ideas, peo­
ples, and technologies. In the conclusion to his history of colonialism. in 
Micronesia, Strangers in Their Own Land, Francis Hezel writes of survival 
and cultural persistence amidst an increasingly complex, uncertain and 
changing world: 
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Mormon missionaries, dressed in white shirts and ties, bicycle 

in pairs, waving to those who pass. "Seabees," members of the 

US Civic Action Teams, wear other uniforms, military fatigues, 

as they ride along in their weapons carriers or their distinctive 

green trucks. Pickup trucks haul Filipino workers to and from 

their job site, and on the street one may meet Asian or African 

doctors, Chinese, Korean and Australian businessmen, and 

American lawyers or accountants. 41 

Young Micronesians journey abroad for college or vocational training, 

while tourists arrive in greater numbers to see the museums, historic 

parks, and cultural centers created for their entertainment and their 

money. Hezel goes on to write that electricity, piped water, telephones, 

television sets, and video cassette recorders can now be found in even the 

more remote villages of the islands. There are ethnographies to be written 

of these encounters with modernity and of the ambiguity, uncertainty, 

and confusion they engender. 

In organizing these concluding thoughts on calculating or figuring 

economic development differently in American Micronesia, I do not mean 

to portray American colonialism as a monolithic force-focused, directed, 

and efficient in its program of rule, administration, and change. Colonial­

ism looms as a deep, penetrating program of change operating on almost 

all levels of a colonized society; it can also be complex, varied, uneven, 

and sometimes self-defeating in its workings. It is important, I think, to 

realize colonialism's particular features in a given locale and time and 

also to recognize the diverse, conflicting agenda and strategies sometimes 

employed by different groups of people from a single colonizing nation. In 

the case of American Micronesia, substantive and critical differences sep­

arate international bureaucrats, federal officials, local administrators, 

development planners, expatriate businessmen and entrepreneurs, mis­

sionaries, Peace Corps volunteers, professional researchers, and media 

people. The messy entanglements that marked efforts at economic devel­

opment by the mid-197os resulted in part from Trust Territory govern­

ment offices, federal bureaucracies, and international aid agencies work­

ing at cross-purposes or against one another in institutionally prescribed 

ways in the development game. 

Some Americans did articulate a consciousness of American colonial­

ism's transforming agenda and of the violence it could and did inflict 

upon island societies. There were naval officers who recognized the dis-
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criminatory, destructive character of phosphate mining on Angaur; Trust 

Territory officials who criticized the grossly mechanistic, totalizing fea­

tures of development plans; and journalists, doctors, and academic observ­

ers who wrote against the horrendous social, environmental, and medical 
consequences of nuclear testing in the Marshalls. At the same time, there 

is also the need to recognize the power and pervasiveness behind the very 

concept of development. Whatever their professional biases, political lean­

ings, and socioeconomic backgrounds, almost all Americans subscribed to 

a belief in some form of development or betterment that was itself cultur­

ally and historically contexted in very pronounced ways. Such is the con­

founding, almost debilitating paradox that confronts any critique of devel­

opment from what Laurence Carucci would call the "source of the force." 

The Compact of Free Association does not mark the end of history for 

the Marshalls, Palau, and the Federated States of Micronesia. The people 

of the area called Micronesia are much more than simple victims of prog­

ress; their futures have the look of something more complex and promis­

ing than doomsday scenarios. 42 Despite colonialism's efforts to make its 

history the history of the islands, local voices that speak of different expe­

riences and understandings persist. The islands of the former Trust Terri­

tory of the Pacific Islands have not been made over into liberal democra­

cies. The people of Micronesia struggle to be more and other than simply 

productive workers or responsible consumers in "free association" with 

one of the world's major capitalist countries. Disputes are more numerous 

and complex than simply those between colonizer and colonized. The 

landowners ofKwajalein Atoll wrestle with the government of the Repub­

lic of the Marshall Islands over matters of compensation and represen­

tation as do the citizens of the irradiated atolls of Bikini, Enewetak, 

Rongelap, and Utirik.43 The group known as the Voice of the Marshalls, 
representing those islands and atolls to the south, continues to resist the 

dominance of the north and the Kabua family. In the Federated States of 

Micronesia, individual states and various factions grapple with each other 

in ways that lead many to expect the eventual dissolution of the entity. 44 

Pohnpei contests for advantage with Chuuk, while within Chuuk itself, 

the Faichuk area persists in its efforts for recognition as a separate and 

fifth state. Political divisions within Palau, a major contributing factor in 

the more-than-decade-old battle over the approval of the compact there, 

have not ceased. 

An affirmation of the future for history in the islands is not to deny that 

money matters and can disrupt. The current threat to local autonomy 
posed by the activities of foreign investors in Palau is real and increas-



The End of History for the Edge of Paradise? 239 

ingly manifest, as are the abusive labor practices inflicted upon foreign 
workers in the homes and sweatshops of the Northern Marianas. Despite 
the funds provided, the Compact of Free Association has resulted to date 
in little demonstrable economic development for the Carolines and Mar­
shalls. Negotiations over the renewal of the compact, set to begin in 1999 
for the FSM and the Marshalls, could lead to a drive toward common­
wealth status, an option originally shunned by Micronesian negotiators 
at the beginning of political status talks back in 1969. Cynical observers 
and hardened experts see the sacrifice of autonomy to commonwealth 
status as the only viable alternative to economic chaos and political col­
lapse in the islands. Micronesian understandings and appropriations of 
the term "commonwealth" may prove more complicated than this, how­
ever. Guam is currently pursuing this option in an only seemingly ironic 
effort to escape the more onerous and oppressive features of the Organic 
Act that has bound it to the United States since 1950. Just what com­
monwealth status might mean for the Caroline and Marshall Islands and 
how the attendant issues of dependency and autonomy are to be under­
stood constitute vital issues in reassessing economic development for the 
area. It may be too that the end of the Cold War and the elimination of the 
Soviet threat will lead to a considerable decline in the islands' strategic 
value. The United States government may seek to reduce significantly its 
financial obligations under any extension or renewal of the Compact of 
Free Association. Given this scenario, the most important part of the 
existing compact may prove to be Article IV of Title I, which allows for cit­
izens of the different Micronesian nations to enter, work, and establish 
residence as nonimmigrants in the United States and its territories. In all 
likelihood, the future histories of the people of the greater Micronesian 
area will involve an intensification of current migration to places such as 
Guam, Hawai'i, and the North American continent. 

Those of us who like our development quantifiable and our heroes 
clearly identifiable, rooted in place and time and engaged in what we per­
ceive to be overt acts of resistance against forces of exploitation and con­
trol, may find it difficult to keep up with the movement of people and the 
changing character of life in Micronesia. We may need to develop a 
greater sense of nuance and subtlety that admits to both the polyvocality 
and polylocality of the Micronesian diaspora to other areas of the Pacific 
and the world. Such a journey for those who undertake it will involve 
extensive, complicated, intensely personal, and wrenching negotiations 
over meaning and identity in distant, alien, sometimes hostile settings 
within the parameters of a global economic order. It may be a world of 
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degradation, suffering, mimicry, violence, discrimination, and suffering. 
It may also prove a world in which there results something creative, resis­
tant, and syncretic; something, to paraphrase James Clifford, that is more 
ambiguous and more historically complex and that requires that we per­
ceive both the fading of certain orders of diversity and distinction and the 
creation or reformulation of others. 45 The future of the islands and more 
particularly of economic development may occur in ways and places that 
we have yet to recognize or anticipate. The purpose of this study has been 
to provide a more locally focused, culturally nuanced, and historical per­
spective on island peoples' struggle to persevere against those powers that 
have sought to dominate them, and through the invocation of often insid­
ious, self-congratulating platitudes such as economic development. 
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the Marshall Islands, and the Federated States of Micronesia, " 
pp. 23-34. 
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2 9 U.S. House of Representatives, "The Impact of the Proposed Compact 

of Free Association on Economic Development in Micronesia," 

pp. IIl-II2, II8 .  

30 Personal communication from Mr. Dan Perin, formerly national planner 
for the Federated States of Micronesia, Kolonia, Pohnpei, 4 June 1991 .  

31 I am not aware of any provisions within the compact or its enabling 

legislation, PL 99-658, that mandate or authorize the conduct of audits 

in Palau by any agency of the United States government. 

32 Spealctng before the House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs '  

Subcommittee on Public Lands and National Parks on 21 May 1984, 

Ms. Patricia Krause of the U.S. General Accounting Office acknowledged 

the stringency of the planning and auditing requirements in the com­

pact but added that their effectiveness would depend on the cooperation 

of the American and Micronesian governments to monitor the appropri­

ate expenditure of compact monies. This statement aside, the potential 

for American intervention and control in the process of government in 

Micronesia remains formidable. 

33 Kluge, The Edge of Paradise, pp.  3 ,  5 .  For two very different reactions to 

Kluge's book, see Robert C. Kiste' s  review in The Contemporary Pacific 

and that of Glenn Petersen in Isla. My own assessment is close to 

Petersen's. · 

34 Kluge, The Edge of Paradise, p. 16. 

35 For an official report on alleged instances of corruption, see U.S. General 

Accounting Office, U.S. Trust Territory: Issues Associated with Palau's 

Transition to Self-Government. Quotations from Kluge, The Edge of 

Paradise, pp. 44, 45. 

36 Kluge, The Edge of Paradise, p. 1 74. 

37 Ibid. ,  p. 189 .  
38 Ibid. ,  p. 87 .  
39 Ibid. , p. 242. 

40 On this point, see, for example, David Ludden, "India's Development 

Regime. "  

41  Hezel, Strangers in Their Own Land, p. 366. 

42 I allude here to John H. Bodley's liberal but dated critique of anthropol­

ogy's relationship with tribal peoples, Victims of Progress; see also the 

highly pessimistic assessment of Pacific Islands' futures offered in 

Rodney V. Cole, ed. , Pacific 20w. 

43 Smith, Micronesia: Decolonisation, p. 77, describes the United States as 

trying to use the Republic of the Marshalls government as a "political 

buffer to shield itself from the direct repercussions" of its nuclear and 

military activities in the island group. The Kwajalein landowners' 

disputes with Majuro can be seen then as a reflection of this situation. 

44 On this point, see Glenn Petersen, "The Federated States of Micronesia's 

1990 Constitutional Convention." 

45 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, p. 1 7. 
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