
 

Iosepans photographed on Hawaiian Pioneer Day, circa 1914. This annual celebration, held on 
August 27th, commemorated the Hawaiians’ arrival to Iosepa, Utah with feasts, music and 
dancing. The events were attended by former missionaries, prominent church leaders and 
neighbors. 



 

The Pacific Ocean, as the 
world’s single largest 
physical feature, presents 
unique challenges and 
opportunities for those 
seeking to rethink history 
“beyond the nation.” 



 

Historians must resist 
taken-for-granted 
definitions of the Pacific, 
cultivate a self-
awareness about their 
criteria for macro-
geographic placement, 
and open oceanic 
histories out onto global 
histories. 



 

 

Imperial geopolitics 
charted the Pacific as an 
emptied space of 
possibility, a place of 
negligible or nullified 
human habitation where 
settlers and goods could 
be projected, sexual and 
racial constraints 
escaped, and historic 
destinies fulfilled. 

Indigenist histories seek 
both to reconstruct the 
complexity and 
dynamism of Islander 
culture, politics and 
history and, implicitly 
and explicitly, to 
challenge and overturn 
the racist presumptions 
of colonizer history, past 
and present. 



 

 

Stick charts like this one, showing wave patterns and currents, were used by Marshallese 
navigators to cross thousands of miles of Pacific Ocean. Indigenist historians have reconstructed 

complex Pacific Islander cultures and technologies of sea travel, countering racial-imperial 
narratives of Islander isolation and backwardness. 



 

 

This 1943 map of the “Great East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere” from a World War II Japanese 
propaganda booklet shows the defeated Euro-American colonial powers in chaos and warm 
relations between Japan and conquered peoples. It may have been directed at colonial subjects 
in Japan’s wartime empire. 

Critical empire histories 
foreground the central 
role of Pacific empire—
colonial seizure, inter-
imperial war, nuclear 
violence, military basing, 
and tourist 
commodification, for 
example—to metropolitan 
state-building, social 
structures and nationalist 
ideologies. 



 

This 1943 map of the “Great East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere” from a World War II Japanese 
propaganda booklet shows the defeated Euro-American colonial powers in chaos and warm 
relations between Japan and conquered peoples. It may have been directed at colonial subjects 
in Japan’s wartime empire. 

Connectionist histories 
seek to demonstrate that 
national states, 
subnational regions, and 
ethnic groups previously 
studied within national 
frames have Pacific 
linkages that 
conventional units of 
history have ignored. 



 

This commercial map by produced in London in 1914 by Philips’ Chamber of Commerce 
emphasizes trans-oceanic connectivity, foregrounding railways, steamer routes (with distances 
and times), submarine cables, land telegraphs and wireless stations. 



 

There are complicated 
asymmetries of power, 
resources and prestige 
separating rim and 
island academic 
systems, which result in 
highly uneven 
distributions of 
intellectual authority 
when it comes to basic 
historical agendas, 
methods and 
epistemologies. 



 

Thankfully, historians 
are cutting across 
inherited geographic, 
sub-disciplinary, 
thematic and 
methodological divides, 
creating the conditions 
of possibility for richer 
conversations between 
Pacific histories, even if 
their inventions are 
hard to fix on a map. 



 

Historians should 
cultivate a critical 
awareness of their 
inherited geographic 
frames, rebel against the 
not-so-soft power of the 
profession’s geographic 
designations, and ask 
how historical actors 
themselves conceived 
of, practiced and 
struggled over their own 
position and mobility. 

It was not surprising 
that historians divided 
the Pacific into rims and 
islands: it mapped onto 
older, imperial histories; 
came loaded with the 
discursive cachet of 
1990s “rim-speak” and 
offered a technocratic 
substitute for the 
sharper dialectic 
between metropole and 
colony. 



 

Not unlike the Pacific 
Ocean itself, might 
Pacific historiography 
by the site of 
proliferating intellectual 
trade languages, born 
precisely where distant 
currents collide and 
intermingle? 
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