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Abstract

This paper explores the representation of indigenous bodies within the
context of the trans-indigenous Pacific. Drawing on the life narratives of Epeli
Hau'ofa and Syaman Rapongan, two authors native to the Pacific region, I
argue that Pacific indigenous body politics are connected to an “oceanic” body
and constitute a counter-conversion from land to sea. In We Are the Ocean
(Hau'ofa, 2008) as well as Cold Sea, Deep Passion (Rapongan, 1997) and Black
Wings (Rapongan, 1999), the two authors set out to liberate the indigenous
body from the limitations of nationalistic discourse and social constraint; the
respective resolutions of their life stories point us toward solutions to global
problems of discrimination and ethnic or racial exclusion. In these works,
the indigenous body is a cultural cipher, an index of (post)colonial history, as
well as a figure upon which the cultural identities and life paths of Pacific
indigenous peoples are inscribed.
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This paper explores the representation of indigenous bodies within the
context of the trans-indigenous Pacific. Drawing on the life narratives of
Epeli Hau'ofa and Syaman Rapongan, two authors that are native to the Pacific
region, I argue that Pacific indigenous body politics are very much connected
to an “oceanic” body and constitute a “counter-conversion” from land to sea.
In his thought-provoking book Be Always Converting, Be Always Converted:
An American Poetics, Rob Wilson invokes the experience of “counter-conversion”
as a reversal and turn away from Americanist codes of nation-state boundaries,
a “developmentalist framework of global dependency and neocolonial entangle-
ment in modern worlding” that stresses Native Pacific “smallness and be-
littlement” (121). All such hegemonic Americanism across the Pacific, colonial
imposition of nationhood, race, boundary lines, and “false confinement into
smallness, littleness, irrelevance, and global dependency” (127) could be turned
over and cast away via “countervision of Pacific place-making and history-
shaping” (130). If the U.S. is the hegemonic superpower that has converted the
Pacific into “the American Lake,”! nowadays, as Wilson contends, Pacific island
authors and culture-makers figure the regenerations of “native attitude taking
place across the contemporary Pacific otherwise and elsewhere” (120), which
constitutes a “counter-conversion,” “re-worlding” the Pacific through their
“counter-visions and counter-memories” (119-120). To this, I would add that it
is furthermore a “counter-conversion” from the continental to the insular, from
land to sea, from “islands in a far sea” to an interconnected “sea of islands” alive
with mobility, counter-mapping and counter-memory, and generative of action

! Rob Wilson appropriates the image of the “American Lake” from John Pul’s 7he Shark That Ate the
Sun to address the eco-political catastrophes faced by the Native Pacific islands (119-120). As he affirms,
John Pul “protests with voices rising from the nuclear graves, ‘the American Lake’ (120). Pul’s poem is
cited as an epigraph to the chapter “Writing down the Lava Road from Damascus to Kona”:

I look at the map of the Pacific.

The American navy calls the Pacific the American Lake.
They have ships in Samoa

Hawai’i, Taiwan, the Philippines,

Belau, Kwajalein, Truk

The Mariannas, the Carolines,

IN Micronesia, there are 90,000 people,

Who gives a damn?

The dead are louder in protest than the living,
The living are silent.

Silent.

Silent.

Silent.

Silent.

Silent.
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and community, as Hau’ofa figures it in his influential essay “Our Sea of Islands”
(27-40). For Pacific island peoples, this entails belonging to the region through
“sea-loving genes” and by “adoring the sea.” In We Are the Ocean (Hau ofa, 2008)
as well as Cold Sea, Deep Passion (Rapongan, 1997) and Black Wings (Rapongan,
1999), Epeli Hau'ofa and Syaman Rapongan set out to liberate the indigenous
body from the limitations of nationalistic discourse and social constraint; the
respective resolutions of their life stories point us toward solutions to global
problems of discrimination and ethnic or racial exclusion. In these works, the
indigenous body is a cultural cipher, an index of (post)colonial history, as well as
a figure upon which the cultural identities and life paths of Pacific indigenous
peoples are inscribed.

Indeed, the body offers potential boundaries to the self; the works that
I read here present the indigenous self as both a unique figure and a site for
marking difference. Michel Foucault approaches the body as a product of dis-
course, which means that it virtually disappears as a material phenomenon. The
physical, material body can never be grasped, for its existence is permanently
deferred behind the grids of discursive meaning. In this paper, however, the body
is not only a basis for cultural identity and discourses of Oceania; it is also sub-
stantiated and materialized in the experience of daily living. The body is the
material and biological foundation upon which the superstructures of in-
digenous self and Oceanic community are founded. Through their own
lived experience, as well as that of their island kin, Epeli Hau'ofa and Syaman
Rapongan conceive of Oceania as a communal (sea) body, through which they
can ultimately resist the imaginary political lines drawn by colonial powers.
Their narratives turn hyper-modernized Pacific islanders (like themselves)
back towards a perception of bodily identities as individual projects in intimate
connection with Oceania.

Epeli Hau'ofa is one of the best-known contemporary Pacific island writers.
His recent autobiographical work, We Are the Ocean, is a collection of essays, fiction,
and poetry written over the past three decades. As do Hau'ofa’s own frequent
travels across the Pacific from his home in Tonga to Hawaii and Australia, the
book’s four parts, “Rethinking,” “Reflecting,” “Creating,” and “Revisiting,” rep-
resent a navigator’s star chart of reflexivity and agency, criss-crossing Oceania.
Landmark works such as “Our Sea of Islands,” “The Ocean in Us,” “Pasts to
Remember,” and “Our Place Within,” outline his ideas for the emergence of a
stronger and freer Oceania. Throughout the book, he expresses concern with the
status of the Pacific islands and suggests that the most important role that the
“people of the sea” can assume is as custodians of their ocean, the world’s largest
body of water.
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Syaman Rapongan? is a Tau writer from Orchid Island, located forty
kilometers southeast of Taiwan. There, tribal men and women continue to live
a life close to their oceanic tradition, which is part of the larger Austronesian
culture. He left Orchid Island for school when he was a teenager, remaining
abroad for decades to work in the city as an urban indigene. There, he par-
ticipated in the aboriginal demonstrations of the 1980’, of which the most
significant was the Tau-led protest against the storage of nuclear waste on Orchid
Island.

Like Hau’ofa, Syaman Rapongan returns in his writing to an oceanic
perception of transnational community, islander space, myth, and language.
The narratives of both authors revolve around the threat of being removed from
their ancestral, natural surroundings. Colonial regimes have destroyed their lands
with mining, deforestation, bombing, large-scale industrial and urban
developments, and toxic dumping. This severs the indigenous population not
only from their traditional sources of livelihood but also, and much more
importantly, from their ancestry, history, identity, and ultimately their claim to
a legitimate existence. As such, both authors advocate looking to their own
cultural heritage to deal with the crises faced by their communities. Both
advocate the perspective that their society and culture—indeed their very
existence—are not fenced in by national boundaries. Rather, they and their people
live in “[their] sea of islands,” to use Hau'ofa’s famous trope.

Syaman Rapongan’s autobiographical writings also span the Pacific, intimately
connecting the indigenous body with the oceanic sea body. The vibrant memory
of the ocean is deeply rooted in the blood of his people, a memory that goes
beyond genetic coding. With its innumerable waves of memory, the body is
indeed a trope for cultural messages and historical meanings. The renowned
Native American author N. Scott Momaday refers to memory as if it is stored in
the body and passed down from generation to generation; he calls it the “memory
in the blood.” Coined in his Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, House Made of Dawn
(1968) and developed in subsequent works, “blood memory” is the metaphoric
device that brings to life the stories of Momaday’s grandmother:

2 “Syaman” in the Tau language means “father.” “Rapongan” is the given name of Syaman’s eldest

son; therefore, “Syaman Rapongan” literally means “Rapongan’s father.” The naming customs of
Tau people and other Taiwanese indigenes are distinct from the majority Han culture. The Tau consider
giving birth to be a major achievement in life. In order to commemorate the birth of a new generation,
they inscribe this passage of life in their names. If the name starts with “Si,” that means this Tau person is
still single. If someone becomes a father, he changes his name to “Syaman,” followed by the given name
of his eldest son or daughter. If someone becomes a grandfather, he changes his name to “Syaben,”
followed by the given name of his eldest grandson or granddaughter. For details of the naming systems of
indigenous people in Taiwan, refer to Mayaw Biho’s documentary series “What's Your Name, Please?”.
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Although my grandmother lived out her long life in the shadow of Rainy Mountain,
the immense landscape of the continental interior lay like memory in her blood.
She could tell of the Crows, whom she had never seen, and of the Black Hills, where
she had never been. I wanted to see in reality what she had seen more perfectly in the
mind’s eye, and traveled fifteen hundred miles to begin my pilgrimage. (7he Way to
Rainy Mountain 7 italics added)

In the tribal body is stored repressed indigenous memory, a racial memory
that is embodied in a story in the blood. Such cultural coding exists beyond
conscious remembering, so deeply engrained and psychologically imbedded as
to be spoken of as “in the blood” (Weaver 8). Though critics such as Arnold
Krupat remain wary of the essentialist dangers of blood logic,” I understand
Momaday’s lexicon of the “memory in the blood” as an “evocative synonym
for ‘culture’.” What matters is not the biological blood, but rather indigenous
cultural and communal milieu and ways of life. The genetic body serves as a
metaphor for strengthened ties to cultural heritage. It voices a common tribal
understanding of ancestral landscapes—in the case of Epeli Hau'ofa and Syaman
Rapongan, seascapes and the universe as well—which provide access to a distinct
culture and particular colonial experience, one that is incomprehensible to non-
indigenes. The significance of body or blood memory resides in the heritage and
identity passed down through story from generation to generation (Weaver 8).

The body is the memory that carries the law of equality and rebellion that
organizes relations not only within an indigenous group, but between the group
and their colonizers. It bears the colonial inscription and thus constitutes a
material base for remembering a dislocated, displaced past. To regain a sense of
identity in the face of enormous collective loss, the indigenous groups rely upon
the memory, or story, that is preserved in their blood and body.

This “tortured body,” as de Certeau renders it, conflates with another body:
“the altered earth”—a unity born of hardship and resistance to hardship inflicted
by the colonial power (de Certeau 227). This communal body becomes the very
site from which the will to “construct a political association” originates (de Certeau

3 In Red Matters, Arnold Krupat derides Momaday for his use of the phrases “racial memory” and
“memory in the blood” (76-97). He attacks the essentialist dangers of references to “Indian blood,”
asserting that Native American resistance should not be associated with the vexed category of “Indian
blood,” which is roughly parallel to the concept of race (xi). Krupat argues that to dismantle the intricate
edifice of racism, it is imperative to expose the essentialism embodied in the idea of “Indian blood” and
discard its associated policies. “Indian blood” in effect appears to Krupat as “a discourse of conquest,” as
he cites Pauline Turner Strong and Barrik Van Winkle (“Indian Blood’: Reflections on the Reckoning and
Refiguring of Native North American Identity,” Cultural Anthropology, 11 (4), 1996: 565; qtd. in Krupat
76). Even in the interest of rights and resistance, Krupat remains wary of blood logic.

4 See H. David Brumble, 111, American Indian Autobiography (Berkeley: U of California P, 1988); qtd.
in Weaver 7.
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227; italics original). It “deciphers the scars on the body proper [/ corps propre]”
as “the index of a history yet to be made”: “Today, at the hour of our awakening,
we must be our own historians.”® Ideology is more often than not absent from
indigenous demands; their actions are directed more toward the alliance of each
community with a body and a land- or seascape. This allows real differences
between their respective situations to be maintained, yet helps to establish the
earth as common soil that can keep their “secret”—a “secret [that] remains
uncompromised despite the alterations to which the Tablet of their collective
law—the earth—is subjected” (de Certeau 229).

The idea of “memory in the blood” achieves “tropic power by blurring
the distinctions between racial identity and narrative” (Allen 93-94). As Chadwick
Allen argues, Momaday provocatively juxtaposes blood with memory and, in
so doing, transforms the “taxonomy of delegitimation through genetic mixing
into an authenticating genealogy of stories and story-telling” (Allen 94). He
writes back on colonial discourse by re-inscribing an othered indigenous memory
onto the body, thus embedding history into genetic codes. Blood memory, which
has been forgotten yet never lost, redefines indigenous authenticity as recollec-
tion, and the genetic constitution preserves memory in the body. This is in effect
an act of self-invention and empowerment, one that permeates indigenous texts
as a functioning principle. Borrowing Momaday’s phrase, I argue that indigenous
peoples of the Pacific can claim the “Oceanic bloodlines” as a common inheritance.
It bears colonial inscriptions, but it is also a mnemonic device. The memory in
the body—both the individual and the sea body—keeps alive what European
colonists tried to erase.

All this evokes the expansive, human-focused definitions of Oceania devel-
oped by Epeli Hau'ofa in a series of influential essays, published together in 2008
in the collection We Are The Ocean. In his seminal essay “Our Sea of Islands,”
originally published in 1993, Hau'ofa “offers a view of Oceania that is new and
optimistic” by assuming the perspectives of “ordinary people” rather than those
of “macroeconomics and macropolitics” (27). He concludes the essay with this
stirring exhortation:

Oceania is vast, Oceania is expanding, Oceania is hospitable and generous, Oceania is
humanity rising from the depths of brine and regions of fire deeper still, Oceania is us.
We are the sea, we are the ocean, we must wake up to this ancient truth and together

use it to overturn all hegemonic views that aim ultimately to confine us again, physi-

> DIAL Document no. 196; qtd. in de Certeau 227. This is part of the address by Justino Quispe
Balboa before the first Indian Congress of South America, October 13, 1974, in the presence of
Paraguayan authorities.



Representing Indigenous Bodies in Epeli Haw'ofa and Syaman Rapongan 9

cally and psychologically, in the tiny spaces that we have resisted accepting as our
sole appointed places and from which we have recently liberated ourselves. We must
not allow anyone to belittle us again, and take away our freedom. (39)

As opposed to the dominant view of “islands in a far sea,” Hau'ofa defines
Oceania as “a sea of islands with their inhabitants” (32). And indeed, there is a
distinct difference between the two views. The first emphasizes dry surfaces in a
vast ocean far from the centers of power, delineating their smallness, their
remoteness. From this perspective, the islands are tiny, isolated dots. Around
these dots, men from the continents—Europeans and Americans—drew imagi-
nary lines, inscribing colonial boundaries that confined ocean peoples to tiny
spaces. Today, these boundaries continue to delineate the island states and
territories of the Pacific.

One consequence of this view that the Pacific is a place where small and
isolated groups of people occupy a vast surface, is that the region has been a favor-
ite ground for weapons testing by all major powers (144). People in the Marshall
Islands, for example, have been victims of atomic and missile tests by the United
States (31). The region has also been a site of toxic waste disposal and rapacious
ocean resources exploitation. Nuclear-powered ships and vessels carrying radio-
active materials ply the seas, while international business concerns seek islands
for the disposal of industrial wastes. Activities that deplete the ozone layer con-
tinue in the region. Drift-netting, though it has abated, has not completely ceased,
and the reefs of Moruroa Atoll may yet crack and release radioactive materials.
People who are concerned with these threats try hard to enlist region-wide
support to end them, but the level of their success to date has been modest
(49-50). As a result, both indigenous and oceanic bodies bear witness to the
parallel exploitation of the ocean and its people.

There has been, however, a shift from the protest stage to that of active
protection of people and environment. Heading this agenda is a strong inten-
tion to redefine the indigenous experience and living place. The ancestors of
Hau’ofa’s “ocean peoples” have lived in the Pacific for over two thousand years.
Their view of their world as “a sea of islands” is a holistic perspective in which
things are seen in the totality of their relationships (31), where “Oceania”
becomes a collective body. People raised in this environment are at home with
the sea. They play in it as soon as they can walk, work in it, and fight upon
its surface. They develop great skills for navigation, as well as the spirit to traverse
the large gaps that separate island groups (32). The indigenous body merges with
the sea body.

In Hau'ofa’s narrative of “Oceania,” the ocean is important not only for the
stability of the global environment, but for the preservation of the indigenous
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human body. From waters that are relatively clear of pollution, Oceania meets a
significant proportion of the world’s protein requirement, produces marine
resources, and provides global reserves of minerals. Such uses of the ocean are
crucial to maintaining healthy human bodies and ensuring the sustainability of
the environment. Together with their exclusive economic zones, the area of
the earth’s surface occupied by the Pacific island countries is vast. Kiribati, the
Federated States of Micronesia, and French Polynesia, for example, are among
the largest countries in the world by this reckoning. Indeed, there are indications
that Oceania is becoming recognized for its pivotal role in the protection and
sustainable development of the planet (37). We sce this at the institutional level,
with the establishment of organizations such as SPACHEE (South Pacific Action
Committee for Human Environment and Ecology), SPREP (South Pacific
Regional Environment Program), the Forum Fisheries Agency, and SOPAC (South
Pacific Applied Geosciences Commission); in movements for a nuclear-free Pacific,
the prevention of toxic waste disposal, and the ban on the wall-of-death fishing
methods; and in the establishment of Marine Science and Ocean Resources
Management programs at the University of the South Pacific, which have linkages
to fisheries and ocean resources agencies throughout the Pacific and beyond.

Such indigenous agency in protecting the environment is evoked by Hau’ofa
in his writing; he represents Oceanic peoples as custodians of the sea, who “reach
out to similar people elsewhere in the common task of protecting the seas for the
general welfare of all living things” (55). This may sound grandiose, but it is
consonant with the growing importance of transnational movements to im-
plementation of the most urgent projects on the global environmental agenda:
protecting the ozone layer, forests, and oceans (55).

In his essay “The Ocean in Us,” Hau'ofa refines the vibrant connection be-
tween the ocean and human bodies. For him, “Oceania” does not refer to an
“official world of states and nationalities,” but rather to “a world of people con-
nected to each other” through Oceanic bloodlines (50). “This view,” he argues,
“opens up the possibility of expanding Oceania progressively to cover larger areas
and more peoples” (51). Hau'ofa concludes this essay with the assertion that “the
sea is our pathway to each other and to everyone else, the sea is our endless saga,
the sea is our most powerful metaphor, the ocean is in us” (58).

It is important to acknowledge a theme of planetary connections in Hau'ofas
writing or, rather, to think of environmental belonging in planetary terms.
His vision of Oceanic agency has its basis in what Lawrence Buell calls “eco-
globalism,” which involves a whole-earth way of “thinking and feeling” about
environmentality (227). Buell proposes a planetary turn, which revolves around
“ecoglobalist affect™
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By “ecoglobalist affect” I mean, in broadest terms, an emotion-laden preoccupation
with a finite, near-at-hand physical environment defined, at least in part, by an imag-
ined inextricable linage of some sort between that specific site and a context of
planetary reach. [...]. Ecoglobalist affect entails a widening of the customary aperture
of vision as unsettling as it is epiphanic in a positive sense, and a perception of
raised stakes as to the significance of whatever is transpiring locally in the here and now
that tends to bring with it either a fatalistic sense of the inexorable or a daunting sense
of responsibility as the price of prophetic vision. (232)

Specifying as it does the need to “reach out to similar people elsewhere in the
common task of protecting the seas for the general welfare of all living things”
(55), Haw'ofa’s aspiration is in line with this “ecoglobalist affect,” a planetary reach
that intimately connects the near and far, inside and outside, human and non-
human. Like Buell, Hau'ofa speaks of raised stakes when it comes to recognizing
the global significance of local events; he transmits this through a poetic of
relevance in which the far becomes relevant to the near, and vice versa, through
a planetary interconnectedness. From this standpoint, Hau'ofa thinks against
and beyond nation, conflating the individual body with the earth/sea body in
his environmentalism. He is furthermore not only thinking, but fee/ing. The feel
of the near-at-hand and the sense of its connection to the remote are painful. This
experience sets the ground for relevance and sympathy: the affect of displaced and
dispossessed indigenous groups, and of the devastation of their environment.

Epeli Hau’ofa came to see a past where people traveled unhindered. In this
vision, the whole of Oceania was connected. Neighboring communities have
always exchanged ideas and products, often across vast ocean distances, or be-
tween shore and mountainous interior. Both people and things traveled along
these routes of interconnection, and it was a large world in which they mingled,
unhindered by boundaries erected much later by imperial powers. From one
island to another they sailed to trade and marry, expanding social networks and
generating flows of wealth. In the past, Oceanic indigenes traveled to visit rela-
tives in a variety of natural and cultural surroundings, “to quench their thirst
for adventure, and even to fight and dominate” (33). Today, they do so again:
everywhere they go—to Australia, New Zealand, Hawai’i, mainland United States,
Canada, Europe, and beyond—they put down roots in new resource areas, secure
employment and family property, and expand kinship networks in which relatives,
material goods, and stories circulate across their ocean and the ocean is theirs
because it has always been their home (34).

Oceanic islanders have broken out of their confinement. They are moving
around and away from their homelands, not so much because their countries
are poor, but because they had been unnaturally confined and severed from many




12 Tamkang Review 40.2 (June 2010)

of their traditional sources of wealth. They move too because it is “in their blood
to be mobile” (35). “Blood” is the key word. Citing Teresia Teaiwa, Hau'ofa
proclaims, “we sweat and cry salt water, so we know that the ocean is really in our
blood” (41). He continues:

Oceania is us. We are the sea, we are the ocean, we must wake up to this ancient truth
and together use it to overturn all hegemonic views that aim ultimately to confine us
again, physically and psychologically, in the tiny spaces that we have resisted accepting
as our sole appointed places and from which we have recently liberated ourselves. (39)

This expanded Oceania is a world of social networks that crisscross the
ocean from Australia and New Zealand to the United States and Canada. By
erasing the imaginary colonial mapping of the seascape, Hau'ofa constructs a
discourse of the Oceanic (sea) body: “We are connected to Asia, to the Americas.
I hope somehow in the future to make connections with America and places right
around the Pacific, to tell our stories and see what we can do together” (39). In
“our sea of islands,” the immensity of a sea body without confines is configured as
part of Oceanic genetic codes. His chapter titles (“the ocean in us”, “pasts to
remember” and “out place within,”) use the body, and specifically blood, as a
trope for his narratives.

What counts is not biological blood, but rather indigenous cultural milieu
and ways of life that are deeply engrained in the body. The metaphor of the
genetic body voices a common tribal understanding of ancestral landscapes,
access to a distinct culture, and colonial experience. Landscapes and seascapes
are cultural as well as physical, and Oceanic indigenes cannot read their histories
without knowing how to read land- and seascapes alike. As expressed in Oceanic
languages, the past is located ahead or in front, right there on the landscape, through
a connection to past bloodlines. Speaking to a common experience of indige-
nous Oceanic peoples, Hau'ofa describes travelling through unfamiliar sur-
roundings and being reminded of associations of particular spots or landscape
features that were traversed in past events:

We turn our heads this way and that, and right ahead in front of our eyes we see and
hear the past being reproduced through running commentaries. And when we go
through our own surroundings, as we do every day, familiar features of our landscapes
keep reminding us that the past is alive. They often inspire in us a sense of rever-

ence and awe, not to mention fear and revulsion. (73)

It is thus essential to protect the seascapes, for if they are destroyed, they take with
them important memories and histories. It is significant in this regard that in
several Austronesian languages, the word for “placenta” and “womb” is also the
word for “land” and “sea.” Hau’ofa’s conflation of indigenous body with sea body
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through memories and histories is really closer to an “ethnoscape” of resistance
(Appadurai 7),° and constitutes a counter-worlding to the colonial mapping of
Oceania.”

Syaman Rapongan’s memories are oceanic as well. It is with a similar oceanic

sensibility that the Tau author writes:

What does the “world atlas” mean? A chain of islands in Oceania. The islanders share
common ideals, savoring a freedom on the sea. On their own sea and the sea of
other neighboring islands, they are in quest of the unspoken and unspeakable passion
toward the ocean or maybe in quest of the words passed down from their ancestors.

(Black Wings 164)

The rich culture of the ocean implicitly deterritorializes the arbitrary and
hegemonic boundaries of colonialism. The author depicts a hugely Oceanic
perception of place and space not only via an evocative sensibility for the ocean
but also through a quest of the ancestral words passed down as bodily codes, as the
memory in the blood. The ocean is reframed into an immense formation and
Orchid Island is part of the interconnected islanders’ heritage of Oceania. In fact,
the center of the Tau world is not the island but rather the sea surrounding it.
The vibrant connection between the ocean and the human is reflected in the
related ceremonies of boat-building and boat-launching as well as the flying
fishing rituals, which Syaman Rapongan’s narratives revolve around. The ocean is
re-worlded through the poet’s countervision and counter-memory as inherited
from his ancestors. The indigenous subject acts to interpret and reconstruct
Oceania as trans-border indigenous belonging. Though Syaman Rapongan left

¢ Anjun Appadurai understands the ethnoscapes as “the landscapes of group identity,” the globalized
spatial diffusions of ethnic communities, which are no longer bound to certain territorial locations.
Appadurai creates the neologism “ethnoscape” to describe a transnational and intercultural phenomenon,
deriving from global changes in human society. The term is in particular useful in investigating
the linkage between space and ethnic perceptions. For details, refer to Appadurai’s chapter “Disjuncture
and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy” in his renowned study on globalization and diaspora,
Modernity ar Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization.

7 “Worlding” is a concept Gayatri Charkravorty Spivak develops quite extensively in her writings. In
her landmark essay, “Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism,” Spivak delineates the “epistemic
violence” in the novel Jane Eyre (and in the case of Bertha, physical containment and pathologization).
Spivak portrays such imperialism as a “worlding” process that attempts to disguise its own workings so as
to naturalize and legitimate Western dominance:

To consider the Third World as distant cultures, exploited but with rich intact literary heritages
waiting to be recovered, interpreted, and curricularized in English translation fosters the emergence
of “the Third World” as a signifier that allows us to forget that “worlding,” even as it expands the
empire of the literary discipline. (269)
Hau’ofa’s writing constitutes a “counter-worlding” in the sense that he evokes strong local sensibility for
Oceania and translates Oceania as a figure, spacious and interconnected, which counteracts colonial
imposition and mapping.
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Orchid Island for a long and formative period, like Hau’ofa he returns to an
oceanic perception of transnational island community. Both advocate the idea
of living within their means, and cultivating body skills with the ocean. It
is crucial for a Tau man to cultivate his bodily techniques: there are moments
when he mysteriously retrieves memory through his body, memory that has been
metaphorically composed in genetic codes and passed down from forebears in

his blood:

As I recall, for the last several years, I learned to dive and spearfish alone, trying to be a
real Tau man to have the skills to support my family and to foster my self-confidence
from the life experience of struggling with the ocean with the primitive physical strength
of my ancestors. I tried to show my filial piety by providing fresh fish to my parents,
to raise my children with sweet fish soup, just like my parents did when they raised me.

(Cold Sea, Deep Passion 213).
In Black Wings, he describes this potent ancestral relation with the sea:

My great-great-grand father and all my forebears lived in this small island. The mo-
ment they were born, they fell in the love with the sea, entertaining themselves
by watching, worshiping, and adoring the sea. The sea-loving genes are already con-
tained in my body, passed down from generation to generation. I love the sea fervently,
almost to the degree of mania. (Black Wings 80)

Syaman Rapongan’s intimacy with that long-ago moment, with his beloved
ancestors, is reminiscent of Hau'ofa’s signature trope, “the ocean in us.” For Syaman
Rapongan as well, the links between oceanic and personal body empower the
individual man, who can then become an agent of change. Syaman Rapongan
formulates the capacity of the indigenous body to represent the hidden past and
repressed memory, invoking the body as a site of vibrant connection and tribal
knowledge. This ancestral intimacy as “the memory in the body,” to again bor-
row Momaday’s phrase, permeates Syaman Rapongan’s narrative. It is sustained
and strengthened by his cultivation of bodily proprieties and techniques, which
allow him to interact with nature in a proper and traditional fashion. This
bespeaks not only Syaman Rapongan’s desire to “savor” the waves, but his urge
to “save” the ocean.

Such bodily cultivation is made possible through the inheritance of blood-
lines. When Syaman Rapongan and his father select a tree, cut it down and make
it into a boat, the process is a sacred ritual and cultural lesson in traditional Tau
knowledge of nature. Syaman Rapongan’s father names the trees, delineating a
rich tribal vocabulary as well as his knowledge of the various woods:

Father (which is what “Syaman” means) of my grandchildren, this tree is apnorwa, and

that one is isis. That tree is pangohen . . . . They are all excellent timber for building

boats. This apnorwa has been waiting for you for more than a decade; it’s the best
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timber for the middle pieced together on the two sides of the hull. This kind of timber
rots the most slowly. This tree is a syayi, and it’s the one we will cut down today for the

keel. (Cold Sea, Deep Passion 56-57)

With prayers and poetry, Syaman Rapongan reveals the older Tau’s attitude
toward life, livelihood, and nature. His father mutters prayers as the son listens
and learns:

Oh, mountain god of the forest, I am a grandfather; you know my voice and the smell
of my body. The father of my grandchildren also comes to pray to you with me.
Don’t let the knife and axe in our hands became dull, so that you can show off your
heroism by breaking the surging waves on the sea. (Cold Sea, Deep Passion 57-58)

Syaman Rapongan’s poetic sentiment revolves around humility and respect.
By depicting his father and other tribal elders engaging in intimate conversation
with mountain gods and tree spirits, he expresses an awe of nature and forges an
itinerary for a bonding experience with it. Generational continuity is made
possible here by the practice of responsibility and respect: “I tried to show my
filial piety by providing fresh fish to my parents, to raise my children with sweet
fish soup, just like my parents did when they raised me” (57). The acquisition of
bodily skills for diving and spearfishing awakens Syaman Rapongan’s repressed
genetic memory. This is central to the transmission of Tau tradition, providing
a platform for interaction between the old and the young, in which generations
perform the practices of their culture together.

The rich ocean culture is the basis for Syaman Rapongan’s deterritorialization
of colonial boundaries: following the route of flying fish in Black Wings, Syaman
Rapongan questions the very idea of “Taiwan-ness” and the nation-state’s territo-
rial sovereignty. In these passages, he configures lines of mobility and escape:

The dense schools of flying fish dye patches of the wide and vast ocean black. Each
school consists of three or four hundred fish, swimming about fifty or sixty meters
apart. They stretch unbroken for one nautical mile and they look like a mighty mili-
tary force going into battle. They follow the ancient course of the Black Current,
gradually heading toward the sea north of Batan in the Philippines. (Black Wings 5)

I am like a stone that is about to burst; I cannot help but sing out the Mivaci (Song of
the Catch). As I start to sing, I cannot stop. I sing from my heart. The open sea
of Hong Kong and Macao vibrates with the song of the Mivaci. Oh, the singing far
and near, as if oppressed for a thousand years, spurts out from the black sky and the

bottom of the black ocean, to awaken all the people of the tribe. (Black Wings 39)

We can only see Mina-Mahabteng (Pisces) in winter—Mahabteng, you know, is the
kind of fish you catch in the oceanic trench and reef coastline. Long ago, the con-
stellations of Mina-Mahabteng directed our ancestors back to this island from Batan in
the Philippines, where they did business with its residents. The constellations are
located right above the mountains to our north. (Black Wings 183)
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The “black wings” of the flying fish return every year, inspiring the islanders’
will to survive and serving as fountainhead of their fighting spirit. The fish—
indeed, the very waves—carry memories of Tau ancestors. The inter-island
migration of these ancestors formed a “partial community,” to use Homi Bhabha’s
phrase, rendered by locally mediated kinship. In Wai Chee Dimock’s words, Homi
K. Bhabha’s “partial community” of the global/planetary life is exactly “rendered
partial by its off-center relation to the national government, and by its far-
reaching and locally mediated kinship with other distant minority groups” (Dimock
11). In such circumstances, the minority, always a partially denationalized po-
litical subject, emerges as a “partial and incipient” (Bhabha, “Statement for the
Critical Inquiry Board Symposium” 342) social force that seeks to recognize itself
and represent its freedom through identification with the difference of the other—
its claims, interests, and conditions of life. Such identification converts the
liminal condition of the minority—again, always partly denationalized—into a
new kind of strength based on the solidarity of the “partial” collectivity, rather
than sovereign mastery. “This is a subset of humanity that cannot be integrated
into a sovereign whole, a subset always partly external to any nation-based set,”
as Dimock puts it (11).8

Like “the dense schools of flying fish,” the diverse island inhabitants cross
over and pass over the ocean, following the natural rhythm of the Black Current.
They recognize no borders. This act of border-crossing characterizes Syaman
Rapongan’s tribal indigenes as it does the inhabitants of other Pacific islands.
As Hau’ofa makes explicit in We Are the Ocean,

[The islanders] cannot afford to believe that [their] histories began only with imperial-
ism. ... [They] cannot afford to have no reference points in [their] ancient pasts—to
have as memories or histories only those imposed on [them] by [their] colonizers and
the present international system that seems bent on globalizing [them] completely by
eradication [of their] cultural memory and diversity, [their] sense of community, [their]
commitment to [their] ancestry and progeny, and individualizing, standardizing [them],
and homogenizing [their] lives. (76)

Syaman Rapongan, like Hau'ofa, subverts hegemonic borders by following
the movement of the Black Current, which shapes and reshapes the migratory
route of his ancestors as well as that of flying fish. “[I]n a constant state of tran-

8 Using the language of set and subset as a heuristic guide, Dimock designates the field of American
studies as a “continuum rather than a container,” suggesting “a porous network, with no tangible edges,
its circumference being continually negotiated, its criss-crossing pathways continually modified by local
input, local inflections” (3). It allows us “to modularize the world into smaller entities able to stand
provisionally and do analytic work, but not self-contained, not fully sovereign, resting continually and
nontrivially on a platform more robust and more extensive” (4).
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sition,” to use Anzaldua’s phrase (25), those who move through imperial confines
reset borders as lines of dispersal, escape, and resistance. As they trespass they also
transgress, challenging the rigidity and normality of border constraints. Bound
together by history, memory, land, and spirit, Pacific island indigenes exert their
power of resistance, deterritorializing national borders into lines of mobility and
escape.

Both Syaman Rapongan and Epeli Hau’ofa challenge the adequacy of a
nation-based paradigm, using oceanic vocabulary and insular metaphor. Both
track the colonial degradation of nature and mapping of vast seascapes, translat-
ing ecological crisis into personal and collective life narratives. Their common
theme is the interconnectedness of the individual indigenous body to an un-
demarcated sea body. This connection expands from within to beyond, from
Oceania to “Asia, to the Americas, from Australia and New Zealand in the south-
west to the United States and Canada in the northeast” (Hau ofa 39). Likewise,
Syaman Rapongan follows the Black Current of the ocean to move beyond his
isolated island, and in doing so makes a connection with his ancestral oceanic
tradition. Both authors set out to represent a voice from the margin, and end up
configuring an indigenous geography—a sea body of interconnectedness that
bypasses the boundaries of the nation-state and re-envisions the trans-indigenous
as a relationship of center to center.

Pacific tropological energy is impressive. Islands in a far sea are reframed
into an interconnected “sea of islands,” alive with mobility and metaphor, gener-
ating action, community, and hope. “Oceania,” refigured from the interior Pacific,
becomes a way of building up a new form of Pacific Islander “oceanic conscious-
ness,” an almost Freudian concept of primordial bodily unity between the self
and other. But this time, the consciousness is a consolidation from below, framed
in a physical-geo-politicized mode. The “cross” gives way to the “crisscross” of
trans-Pacific mobility and interconnection, reciprocity of the indigenous body
and oceanic sea body. As Rob Wilson insightfully puts it, Oceania becomes not
just heritage or blood, but “a trope of commitment, vision, and will” (15).
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