ABSTRACT
Big Ocean:
Marine Conservation, Bureaucratic Practice, and the Politics of Vagueness in the Pacific Islands
by
Trevor Durbin
This doctoral thesis investigates the global trend to dramatically increase the size of
marine biodiversity management areas, describes the process of creating what was claimed to be
the world’s largest marine park, the Cook Islands Marine Park (CIMP), and theorizes the
conditions under which new cultural, social, and political arrangements, like the CIMP, emerge.
The size of the largest Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) has dramatically increased over
the last 15 years, with the majority of managed marine space now existing in less than a dozen
areas. The rapid proliferation of Large-Scale MPAs (LSMPAs) and their increasing importance
to sustainable development and climate change mitigation warrant greater attention to the
processes through which they are conceived and develop. Little social science scholarship has
addressed LSMPAs as emerging sociocultural, political, and economic phenomena. This thesis
begins to address this gap through an ethnographically informed account of how LSMPA
proliferation, as a global trend, and the Cook Islands Marine Park (CIMP), as a specific LSMPA,
are being constructed by various actors at multiple scales.
The thesis takes a political ecology approach to understanding the inception and
development of the CIMP. In doing so, it makes three major claims. First, the CIMP, like other
LSMPAs, is part of a broader set of responses to converging social, political, economic, cultural,
and environmental challenges in the face of which (1) participants feel action must be taken but
(2) where potential responses cannot be adequately justified or rhetorically grounded. Second, it

argues that the CIMP was not initially or primarily a response to global conservation targets but
rather began as a tourism scheme that consequently developed into a vague project through
which participants could imagine desired futures from multiple perspectives. Third, the
vagueness of the CIMP was partially responsible for its initial success because it allowed
multiple actors to enroll in the project while maintaining diverse, and even divergent, visions for
what the LSMPA could and should become. It is argued that vagueness, rather than posing a
barrier that must be eliminated, can be an important means of progressing social and political
projects.
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Introduction
Kevin Iro first presented his idea of creating the world’s largest marine park to Cabinet
Ministers with a PowerPoint presentation made by the son of his friend Robin Grant. Iro wasn’t
known for being an environmentalist, and he is not a scientist. He is famous for his time as a
rugby star in New Zealand and for his extensive community outreach in the Cook Islands
through his church and the Cook Islands Sports Academy, a school for training rugby athletes.
As one of Iro’s close friends told me, “he’s as straight as anyone you’ll ever meet. He has a great
deal of mana.”
Approximately four years before I met them, Iro and Grant were concerned with the same
problem. At the time, Iro was on the Cook Islands Tourism Board. Grant was, and still is, the
owner of a hotel on Rarotonga. They both wanted to find a tangible reason that tourists would
want to choose the Cook Islands over other destinations with similar beaches and palm trees.
Traditional Cook Islands culture had been one of the major ways the state had tried to answer the
question since the beginning of self-government in 1965 (Sissons, 1999). Still, one could go to
Tahiti or other Polynesian islands and, as far as most tourists are concerned, get a similar
experience.
Their idea was simple enough at first. The Cook Islands controlled one of the largest
areas of ocean in the Pacific but, as far as Iro could tell, they weren’t doing anything with it
except commercial fishing. He believed that tourists, especially environmentally conscious
tourists, would want to visit the largest marine park in the world. He later learned about the
Phoenix Islands Protected Area (or PIPA), a Large-Scale Marine Protected Area (LSMPA)
created by Kiribati. He contacted Sue Taei of Conservation International who provided him with
some of the documents that had been used to establish PIPA. These documents guided the initial
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conceptualization of the marine park and the Cook Islands Marine Park Trust, a group of people
who would be responsible for administering the park and its resources. Neither Iro nor Grant
could have known at the beginning that their Cook Islands Marine Park idea would later appear
to have been conceived as part of an international trend to designate increasingly massive marine
managed areas.
Years later, when reflecting on the improbable development of the marine park, Grant
said that:
It grew from just an idea. It never was really like: “We’re going to do a marine park and
there really should be one out there.” It didn’t happen like that. It just happened out of
things that got put together. […] None of us had any marine biology background,
nothing. And even Sue [Taei] was astounded and asked, “well, why’d you guys do it?”
And we were not completely sure why it actually happened. We just started down this
track and it started going and got some momentum and we thought, “Well, let’s keep it
going.”
This thesis is concerned with how the marine park project kept going, despite initial
public criticism and a lack of clearly defined goals and meanings. It pays attention to the
expanding imaginative opportunities, practices, and meanings through which the Cook Islands
Marine Park has come into being and continues to develop. Like the marine park itself, this story
can be seen as an imaginative response to the problems of sectoral, scalar, institutional and other
forms of fragmentation and the conditions under which new sodalities and imaginative
opportunities are coming together out of the shreds and patches of multiple interests, histories,
identities, nations, organizations, and types of expertise.
Theoretical Framework: Political Ecologies of Vagueness
In addressing these concerns, I attempt to develop an interpretive framework for
understanding vagueness as a resource in political ecologies that characterized the development
of the Cook Islands Marine Park. I use the term political ecology in a fairly minimal sense.
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Following Martinez-Alier (2002), political ecology refers to ecological distribution conflicts.
This means a focus on antagonisms and alliances centered on access to actual or imagined
ecological resources. Vagueness, as I am using the term, signals both indeterminacy and dynamic
movement, both the imbrications of meaning and wanderings among. It is often contrasted with
precision and is widely believed to be an undesirable feature that must be reduced or eliminated
in the domains of knowledge production, policy creation, management and other forms of
governance. I argue that it can be an important political resource.
Vagueness can suggest a sense of the oceanic and voyaging. Carney and Miller write that
the term:
May denote a wave or a sea-swell, partaking in an activity that cannot be bordered,
territorialized or occupied in the same way as land. The wave and the swell are associated
with the mobility of the boat, of the movement of rivers and the dangerous indeterminacy
of marine weather in its squalls and storms. […] Vague as motion resists categories,
boundaries, calculations and identities. Vague is what moves to escape these
determinations and gives its name to the spaces through which such resistance occurs.
(2009, p. 35)
As a kind of venturing movement the vague calls to mind Foucault’s heterotopia for which the
ship was an example par excellence through its wandering and sundry gathering of places in the
forms of people and things. It also calls to mind other attempts to capture the vague, such as
Victor Turner’s related concepts of liminality and communitas, and Michael Fisher’s
appropriation of the ideas like deep play and ethical plateau.
The Spatial Emplacements of Heterotopia
Political ecology approach must describe emplacements of contention and articulation.
The places through which the Cook Islands Marine Park developed mirrored the sort of
wandering suggested by the term “vague.” Specifically, spaces in which the Cook Islands Marine
Park developed were overwhelmingly the heterotopic milieux of conference rooms on
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Rarotonga, Fiji, Auckland, Abu Dhabi, and beyond. These spaces are inherently imaginative in
that they work by representing, juxtaposing, and imbricating multiple other places, peoples,
organizations, institution, logics, and discourses, often through the work of projection technology
that can transform nearly any room into a makeshift cinema. These forum spaces are
technologies for relating presence and absence in space and time. That is, they constitute
technologies of imagination.
Foucault describes heterotopia as a “counter-site, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in
which the real sites...are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted” (Foucault, 1986, p.
24). Heterotopias are in some sense both real and unreal. As such, a heterotopia is a
“simultaneously mythic and real contestation of the space in which we live” (Foucault, 1986, p.
24). Forum spaces are heterotopic in that they usually occur in the “nowhere” of hotel conference
rooms or other neutral spaces that are counterposed both to what is represented and discussed
within them and to the quotidian spaces of bureaucracy and institutional enclosure. They also
bring together many things that are usually held separate, including people, organizations, ideas,
representations, and cultures of expertise, all of which extend through their own networks of
relation into worlds beyond.
Making the Cook Islands Marine Park
Kevin Iro’s plan to create the Cook Islands Marine Park lived a spectral existence until
July 2011 when it seemed to make a dramatic transition from primarily an object of public
criticism to what seemed to be overwhelming stakeholder support. I argue that an important
contributor to the initial negative opinion of the marine park was a perceived lack of openness by
government about what the marine park was supposed to be. The marine park became associated
in public discourse with a string of government scandals and secrecy. However, I also argue that
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the lack of government information about the marine park was neither a conspiracy nor
completely avoidable but instead resulted from the inability of government to make statements
about the project because it lacked precedents and clear analogues. A detailed plan concerning
the world’s largest marine park was unspeakable except through negative assertions of what it
would not do and very general goals. One of the earliest statements to the press about the idea
was made by the Democratic deputy Prime Minister, Wilkie Rassmusen, who said that the
marine park would not hinder but rather add value to extractive activities. He also said that the
marine park could generate funding for conservation initiatives while also increasing tourism
revenue. This minimal and vague stance by government vis a vis the public remained consistent
even after Henry Puna became Prime Minister in November 2010 and continued through July
2011.
Communitas and Liminality
I consider the negative definition of the marine park through the lens of Victor Turner’s
elaboration of communitas as characterized by liminality. Communitas is an expansive concept
that shares significant conceptual ground with Foucault’s heterotopia (Faubion, 2008) and seeks
to cover such diverse social phenomena as neophytes in the liminal phase of ritual, small nations
espousing international moral leadership (including, in this case, the Cook Islands), court jesters,
millenarian movements, and the beat generation (Turner, 2008, p. 125). For Turner, communitas
is a model form of sociality that is opposed to social structure. In this model, communitas and
structure are in a dialectical relationship that constitutes social process. Rather than relationships
between social position (such as status, class, or role) through communitas people relate to each
other in terms of a more fundamental and holistic human connection.
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Communitas has strong mystical characteristics and is likened by Turner to the role that
emptiness or the negative plays in Taoist philosophy (Turner, 2008, p. 127). As the negative to
social structure, communitas may be best exemplified by liminality where, Turner writes:
Liminality may perhaps be regarded as the Nay to all positive structural assertions, but as
in some sense the source of them all, and, more than that, as a realm of pure possibility
whence novel configurations of ideas and relations may arise. (Turner, 1970, p. 97)
Liminality, initiated in the negative, is a kind of state between social states. Under some social
conditions, like ritual, liminality is a kind of transition or a movement. In others, like the
voluntary interstitial life of St. Francis and monastic orders more generally, it is permanent
(Turner, 2008, p. 107). In either case, it is seen by Turner as a source of imagination, creativity
and, potentially, cultural innovation.
I have found that Turner’s version communitas and liminality are good to think with but
are not analytically sufficient. I found no spaces, for example, in which social structure was
negated by the utopia of communitas. Instead, I saw imbrications of meaning and wanderings
among social and logical positionings. While the Nay to all positive structural assertions that
characterizes the liminal dimensions of communitas leads, conceptually, to an absolute “yes” of
“pure possibility,” it is most useful here for its orienting possibilities.
For example, in some of his earliest statements about the Cook Islands Marine Park, the
Prime Minister assured both the public and the administrators of his own government that it
would hinder neither seabed mining nor commercial fishing but rather add value to both. In this
negative definition of the Marine Park, unlike Turner’s characterization of negation, the Prime
Minister’s statement both affirmed the existing administrative structure and opened it up to
potential and uncertain processes of revision. As setting the grounds for a kind of liminal
communitas, this statement was not anti-structural but rather vaguely other-structural. It is better
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to view such statements, I believe, not directly in terms of Turner’s communitas but as creating
minimal grounds for starting a vague process in which diverse values, institutional histories,
disconnected epistemes, and sometimes divergent interests can come together. It was this
negative definition that initiated the Cook Islands Marine Park as a space of possibility in which
different stakeholders could imagine their future in multiple, and even conflicting, terms without
foreclosing too quickly other possibilities.
Experts Come to Raro
The event that changed public opinion from primarily suspicion to support was an
invitation by the Prime Minister for Sue Taei, of Conservation International, and Timothy
Carruthers, my direct supervisor at the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Program
(SPREP), to visit Rarotonga and talk about their experiences developing large marine protected
areas. Taei had been intimately involved in the creation of the Phoenix Islands Protected Area in
Kiribati, which at the time of its declaration was the largest MPA in the world. Carruthers had
been involved in the management of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, which was the first
large marine park in the world. Taei and Carruthers met with nearly all of the major stakeholders
on Rarotonga from the 11th to the 14th of July, 2011. They also conducted public meetings in
each of the three major districts (or vaka) on Rarotonga. Their presentations in the vaka
constituted the first significant engagement with the public concerning the Cook Islands Marine
Park.
The marine park was presented at the July vaka meetings as a project in integrated ocean
management. When explaining why large-scale MPAs are important, Taei said that:
Usually countries manage their [Exclusive Economic Zones] in a sectorial, isolated
fashion - marine does its thing, transport does its thing, tourism does its thing and the
fishermen do their thing. They’re not operating within a vision of what the country wants
for its area of ocean. The marine park gives you a chance to articulate a vision of what
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you really believe the ocean should be doing as part of your domain. If you leave it up to
single-sector interests the experience is you end up degrading other values. (qt in Cook
Islands News July 12, 2011)
She argued that a marine park would allow comprehensive management of the Exclusive
Economic Zone and would require agreement and compromise between fishermen, government,
tourism operators, and shippers, along with other interest groups. Because a CIMP was to bring
together various sectors of ocean management and, according to some of the participants, give a
greater voice to Cook Islanders in decision making about marine resources, it became entangled
with several politically contentious issues, including ideas about biodiversity conservation,
commercial fishing and potential Deep Seabed Minerals (DSM) mining.
In addition, visiting experts were able to speak about the CIMP in ways that government
could not through the introduction of new, or the evocation of existing, metaphors. Taei spoke of
the marine park variously in terms of ra’ui (or small traditional protected areas), a bank account
through which interest can accrue, and an insurance policy, all of which converged in one master
trope of ownership. Immediately after the public meetings, the association of the marine park
with the metaphor of resource ownership began to appear in the news. For example, Kevin Iro
was quoted afterward as saying, “This marine park is about Cook Islanders protecting what we
own” (Cook Islands News, July 15, 2011). This sentiment was echoed by others at the vaka
meetings and among the traditional leaders.
I argue that the effective power of these metaphors and the idea of integrated
management in which, presumably, no one government body would have control over marine
resources, found resonance with the increasing public disapproval of government marine
resource management. Public frustration revolved around the granting of experimental fishing
licenses to a Taiwanese company, allegations of illegal shark finning, the apparent decline of
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local subsistence catches, and what was perceived by some as willful and unnecessary secrecy
within the Ministry of Marine Resources.
Deep Play and Ethical Plateaus
This pervasive sense that ocean issues are both consequential and uncertain crystalized
around marine resource politics, a development that is consistent with the term “deep play” as
used by Clifford Geertz and more recently by Michael Fischer. As defined by Fischer, deep play:
Refers to cultural sites where multiple levels of structure, explanation, and meaning
intersect and condense, including the cultural phantasmagoria that ground and structure
the terrain on which reason, will, and language operate. (Fischer, 2003, p. 31)
As a site of deep play, the marine park operated under conditions of uncertainty and moral
significance and aimed to mitigate or prevent the worst of species extinction, habitat destruction,
and the consequences of climate change. As such, the marine park tended to evoke issues of
central consequence to the lives of many stakeholders involved.
Fisher’s conceptual reworking of deep play extends Geertz’s reading of culture into sites
of complex cultural, social, and political condensation, generation, and differentiation. However,
the deep play that characterizes these attempts to do something about serious problems can
overrun the orienting terrain upon which reasons can be given for particular courses of action.
This sense of deep play is closely related to Fischer’s use of the term ethical plateau, or complex
and shifting topologies of perception and decision making among the various technosciences,
within an overall concern with emergent forms of life, or ways of acting that always contain
ethical dilemmas because beliefs and decisions cannot be substantiated.
The early stages of the Cook Islands Marine Park were characterized by government’s
lack of capacity to justify its actions in terms of existing administrative or scientific frameworks.
As such, the earliest stages of the marine park initiative can be read as attempts to re-imagine and
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extend existing ethical plateaus upon which decisions and justifications might eventually be
made. It was during these early stages that it was most difficult for government to make appeals
to legal and rational authority, as understood by Weber.
Vagueness and Definition
As Faubion observes for heterotopias in general, forum spaces can have “no single
logical or affective register or effect, but appear instead to oscillate between, or to combine,
countervailing imagistic and rhetorical currents” (Faubion, 2008, p. 32). The increased diversity
in both people and representations that characterized the initial stages of the Cook Islands Marine
Park meant that shared values cannot be assumed as the minimal basis of group formation or
persuasion.
The Cook Islands Marine Park, as a term, was vague in this sense. It consisted of multiple
meanings and meaningful shifts in emphasis. In my interviews, I always asked what each person
thought the marine park was, and I received a broad range of answers. There was a sense that a
marine park would become a path to democratic reform and a mechanism for increased public
oversight of marine resource management. A common theme among Maori leaders was a hope
that the marine park would help increase traditional authority. Government ministries were not
enthusiastic about the marine park idea at first, but most were later convinced that the park could
become a means of raising conservation funding. Both government and opposition were
enthusiastic and believed that the park would enhance the Cook Islands international image as a
leader in sustainability, increase eco-tourism, and boost revenue. Kevin Iro, who originally
conceived of the marine park as a tourism scheme, shifted his emphasis to biodiversity
conservation, partly because of his involvement with Conservation International and other
international partners. But the international partners had their own interests. One of the earliest
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donors, a philanthropic network known as Oceans 5, was interested in the marine park for its
potential to designate massive no-take areas where fishing would be prohibited. The World Bank
was interested, contrarily, because the park could be an experiment in more sustainable
extractive industry. Each of these interested parties became a shaping force on the development
of meaning for the Cook Islands Marine Park, a meaning that was to be defined through the
political wrangle and that cannot be reduced to the sum of stakeholder interests.
Perhaps one of the best meta-analyses of the marine park’s wandering tendencies came
from Robin Grant. When asked what the marine park was, he answered:
What is the marine park? I’m hoping it has a lot of legs, a lot of extra benefits and that
people that are smarter than us can start seeing what they can do with it rather than me
just sitting here saying it’s gonna be a great idea. It’s got to be given away...
For Grant, the marine park is at its best as an idea with a lot of legs, one that can roam far afield
of his own imagination.
The Organization of the Dissertation
The chapters that follow trace the wanderings of the Cook Islands Marine Park as a
concrete example of a political ecology of vagueness at multiple scales. Chapter 1 conceptualizes
my field site as the ongoing, early-stage projects that aim to manage the Pacific Ocean at
massive scales. These projects circulated in the form of people and things (primarily documents)
through three domains that I call Firm (the formal organization), Forum (the gathering of Firms
and individuals), and Field (ventures out-of-doors). I direct my attention to marine
conservationists and managers as they actually work, mostly in offices and conference rooms,
managing information and professional relationships. Chapter 2 pays closer attention to the
relationships among the indoor spaces in which most conservation and marine management work
takes place and those outdoor environments that are regarded as the ultimate targets for
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intervention. Chapter 3 explores the practical contribution of charismatic individuals and
metaphors to making the big ocean thinkable and, ultimately, to the creation of marine space. In
doing so, I try to follow the oceanic metaphors of Epeli Hau’ofa through his scholarly admirers
and, more importantly, those experts who are using his tropic brilliance to energize new
networks among people, states, and organizations. Chapter 4 asks how abstract, often
bureaucratically produced, concepts such as global conservation targets become meaningful for
individuals, communities, and nations. The first half of the chapter draws upon the global
discourses of Marine Protected Area (MPA) professionals. The second half of the chapter looks
at an instance in which these abstractions were presented directly to the Cook Islands public in
the form of the Cook Islands Marine Park (CIMP).
Chapter 5 continues my close look at the development of the CIMP in its earliest stages
of development. I begin by recounting the origins of the CIMP idea and follow the development
of the project as it began to enroll increasingly diverse actors. Chapters 6-7 examine the micropolitics of beginnings. Specifically, they document the beginnings of the CIMP as the largest
marine park in the world, a project with analogues but not close precedents. Drawing upon
Michael Fischer, I have characterized this process as the ongoing sedimentation of an ethical
plateau upon which decision-makers could finally orient themselves strategically and give
grounds for commitments already made on issues great consequence, such as climate change,
development, and massive species extinction.
Chapter 8 represents the summarizing theoretical framework for what I am characterizing
as a political ecology of vagueness. I attempt to be as precise as possible about the vague as an
important social, cultural, and political condition while recognizing that vagueness is of necessity
that which spills over and escapes our attempts to capture reality through precise definitions and
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models. I draw upon a collective of authors and concepts that approach dimensions of the vague
and the role of imprecision in the creation of the Cook Islands Marine Park, specifically. I argue
that vagueness should not be regarded as a barrier to biodiversity conservation and management
that should be eliminated. Instead, I show that vagueness is an important resource and necessary
condition for political engagement under complex epistemic, cultural, political, and economic
conditions.

14

Chapter 1: Finding the Field
This chapter comprises a framework for the multiple elements that constitute my multisited research project (Marcus, 1995). Whereas cultural anthropologists could at one time rely on
geographic knowledge shared with their readers to frame ethnographic projects, it is now often
untenable to do so. This is certainly the case with the following thesis since it is precisely forms
of spatial and temporal knowledge and practice that are under review. A description of the
villages in which I lived, the climate, flora, fauna, latitude and longitude would reveal little about
the entities and relationships that constitute “the field” in which meaningful experiences,
artifacts, and data were produced. Instead, what follows is an alternative framing of that
exceedingly small part of the universe I have carved out for study. There will be no poetically
descriptive opening, à la Malinowski and Mead, that sets the epistemic tone for my ethnographic
data and analytical work. Instead, set yourself down in a comfortable chair and imagine all your
conceptual gear, while visions of a tropical beach are displaced by a PowerPoint presentation in a
hotel conference room and the dinghy on which you would hope to sail becomes the redeye from
Apia to Nadi, and almost anywhere else.
The Field Site
I conceive my field site(s) as being comprised initially of three domains (Field, Firm,
Forum) through which people, documents and funding circulate or, perhaps better, over which
ongoing socio-political, documentary and monetary processes interact, in the form of projects.
Neither the three domains nor the processes that occur through them are distinct in practice. It is
useful, however, to describe them through both conceptual and ethnographic techniques and
situate them within academic and professional discourses separately. These categories are also
not exhaustive. Sometimes interactions among professionals from different organizations are
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consequential but cannot be adequately described in terms of the roles and responsibilities of
each professional within their own organization. Things change when people get together in
these contexts in ways that cannot be completely captured in terms of the firm, the organization.
Furthermore, things other than people, documents and funding circulate through these domains.
Other artifacts can be important, as when an international NGO presents an award to a head of
government. Nevertheless, the three domains explored here, through which projects come into
being, are of primary ethnographic and conceptual importance. I will focus on artifacts and
practices that circulate through Field, Firm, and Forum in an attempt to arrive at a sense of what
the ocean is becoming for those that take it to be an object of work and a matter of concern in the
Pacific Islands region.
Field
In the afternoon of September 4, 2011, the jet carrying Ban Ki-Moon made an extra pass
over the island of Tarawa before landing. The UN Secretary-General wanted to see for himself
just how vulnerable this narrow and low-lying atoll was to the threats of climate change and sealevel rise. He had come not only to meet national leaders but also, and more importantly, to see
climate change with his own eyes and take the stories of what he had witnessed to the rest of the
world. The next day, after meeting with state officials and UN staff, the Secretary-General
visited the Abarao settlement and Tebinikora village, two places said to be especially affected.
According to reports, a young boy approached Mr. Ban and said that he had difficulty sleeping at
night for fear of being inundated by seawater.
Later, the delegation was taken to the highest point on the island, a mere three meters
above sea level and later to Bairiki, an area suffering from coastal erosion. After touring the
Marine Training Center, where young people learn seafaring skills in hopes of gaining
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employment in the international maritime industry, and a meeting with political leaders, the
Secretary-General and President Anote Tong joined a group of young people as they planted
mangroves. At the event, Mr. Ban made the following remarks:
This is a very important visit for the Secretary-General. I am here to see for myself
[emphasis added] how climate change impacts those small island developing states like
Kiribati and Solomon Islands and many Pacific Island countries. Their lives are
threatened every day. It's not tomorrow or the day after tomorrow. Their lives are
threatened at this moment. I met a young boy today among a few hundred people who
were asking me what the United Nations is going to do for us. I was so moved and so sad.
They were afraid of their own future. I think we have a moral and political responsibility
to make a better world for all, for our young generation, and their great-greatgrandchildren. (Ban, September 5, 2011)
Two days later, at the 40th anniversary of the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders Meeting in
Auckland, the Secretary-General told the world what he had learned:
I am here to continue sounding a global alarm about climate change. As you know, I have
visited almost all the places around the world where I could see the impact of climate
change [emphasis added], including the North and South Poles, and you name it. And my
most recent visits to Solomon Islands and Kiribati have reinforced my belief and
conviction that climate change is happening and we must take action now. Having visited
these two Pacific Island states I have a much keener sense of the challenges of Pacific
Island states. And, of course, I saw the real world vulnerability [emphasis added] of these
lands. For the countries of the region, climate change is not about what might happen
tomorrow. This is about what is happening now, today. The countries of the Pacific are at
the front of the front-lines of climate change. And I share the region's concerns and I
support their calls for more concerted action. (Ban, September 7, 2011)
Tarawa, the site of one of the most intense island battles of World War II, is presented here as a
microcosm of the battle over our global climate future, a place where climate change is
happening now, where the ocean threatens to swallow the land now, where children cannot sleep
for fear of drowning in their beds. The global climate imaginary as presented by the UN
Secretary-General can ostensibly be seen directly in Kiribati and other low-lying Pacific Island
countries. But to see, to experience, climate change now, Mr. Ban could not have stayed in his
office. He had to travel into the field.
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As ethnographers know all too well, however, the field is not an innocent experience
(Clifford, 1986). It is framed by our own histories, by our objectives and the motives of those we
encounter. It is political and partial, even for the UN Secretary-General. Importantly, Mr. Ban
went to Kiribati specifically to see climate change at work. However, it may be more accurate to
say that he was shown climate change. More than this, the showing of climate change in
particular places on Tarawa was a global act played out on the stage of the local. That Mr. Ban
saw climate change with his own eyes or that children recalled their nightmares to him were not
only events strategically reported through official UN outlets but were also entangled in a global
network of institutional, political, social, technological and physical objects and events. In these
contexts, what Mr. Ban saw was at the same time the production of an assemblage of images, a
number of representations, of climate change that would next be circulated to leaders at the
Pacific Islands Forum and the rest of the world through various media outlets. The field, in this
sense, was meaningful with reference to upcoming fora, bureaucratic mechanisms, and the
international politics of state and economy.
Seeing for Oneself and the International Politics of the Local
I did my own flyover of Tarawa exactly two months and six days after Mr. Ban. The
view was stunning. Out of a field of dark blue as far as I could see emerged a stretch of sand and
coconut palms surrounding an aquamarine lagoon. It was easy to imagine it as a floating mat of
trees and sand rather than the barely emerged top of a massive seamount. It is also easy to
imagine how an idea for the world’s largest conservation initiative, the Pacific Oceanscape,
began in Kiribati, with President Tong’s partnership with Conservation International, and the
vision to reconceive the Pacific Ocean as a space of biodiversity conservation and sustainable
development at unprecedented scales. Evidently, the initial name for the incipient network of
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large-scale marine parks was the “Pacific Seascape,” but as one of Conservation International’s
project leaders told me, “When you’re on Tarawa it doesn’t feel like a sea. It feels like a bloody
big ocean!”
I was on Tarawa, along with colleagues from the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional
Environment Program (SPREP) and Conservation International, to help the Kiribati government
assess and prioritize Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs). The identification of KBAs, in turn,
depends on the IUCN Red List, a system designed to assess the risk of extinction of various
species. Our task was part of a broader set of objectives that constitute the Republic of Kiribati’s
commitment to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity. Like the UN Secretary-General, our
visit was made sensible, in part, within a global system that included international agreements,
government commitments to those agreements, and the actions of donor countries and agencies,
regional intergovernmental agencies, and international NGOs. It was also made sensible by local
concerns that could be far removed from global priorities and that had to be addressed at the
national and regional scales.
For example, one government official wasn’t interested in talking about IUCN Red List
species. Instead, as I sat in his office, he was anxious show me, using Google Earth, the sites of
various locally important food species, many of which were uncharismatic shellfish, and other
species of cultural importance. He was worried about the vulnerability of village food sources
that seemed to be disappearing and rare flora used in culturally significant practices. Locally
important species were also the concern of villagers and the island council on Abemama, an
outer island in the Gilbert group that our team also visited. Although global and local concerns
did converge on some issues, such as the preservation of threatened sea turtles, there were also
unexpected divergences.
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Most interesting were the developments that some government employees and other
stakeholders believed were causing the degradation of many locally important habitats and
threatening the species that depended on them. For some phenomena, such as the increasing
salination of babai (swamp taro) swamps and the inundation of fishponds, the cause was
attributed to sea-level rise resulting from climate change. However, significant lagoon habitat
was also being lost to erosion, which was attributed to local development projects. Causeways,
constructed over twenty years, were of particular concern and anger. In fact, most coastal erosion
was not attributed to climate change by those we spoke with but to construction, sand mining,
and mangrove clearing. I was told that Bikeman Islet, once a popular picnic destination that is
now only a sandbank, began disappearing immediately after the Betio-Bairiki causeway was
constructed by Dai-Nippon, a large Japanese corporation. One person said that “Japan destroyed
our island once with war and is doing it again now with development.” Another was adamant
that the sites the UN Secretary-General was shown to be the effects of climate change were in
fact the results of local-scale causes, especially development projects that were changing the
flow of water into and out of the lagoon.
This does not mean that climate change was not a palpable concern. Everyone I spoke
with was worried about the impacts of climate change, including the fact that Tarawa was in the
middle of a severe drought at the time. Several of these stakeholders, however, seemed just as
worried that local causes, primarily internationally financed development projects, would
outpace the impacts climate change. While this contrast is interesting in itself, I would like to
move beyond a discussion of what was “really” happening on Tarawa. My purpose in contrasting
the experience of Ban Ki-Moon and myself is to highlight important points about the Field as a

20

key domain within which biodiversity conservation and development professionals do their
work.
What can be seen, first, is that we all imported imaginative tools into Tarawa and
deployed them at actual places on the island. We were all shown not only the immediate
environment but also cause-effect relationships that came through narrative and not our sensuous
experience of the physical environment. These narratives, furthermore, where shaped and
anticipated by how our projects were formed at global, regional, national and local scales. This
complicates naïve notions about directly observing the natural environment in the variously
inflected contexts of sustainable development. What, then, did the UN Secretary-General and I
really experience in the same places on Tarawa if he was shown the effects of climate change
and I was shown the effects of development projects?
This is an especially salient question because the field can be important in the formation
of the professional identities of those who work in international, regional and national
organizations. Whereas regional fora usually occur in major Pacific cities, such as Suva, Apia,
Honiara, or Auckland, fieldwork can take professionals off well-travelled routes. In a move that
parallels appeals to ethnographic authority in cultural anthropology (see West, 2006), consultants
and other professionals may reference number of years lived, or number of countries visited, in
“the Pacific.” Furthermore, some places in the region may be considered more Pacific, and hence
more authentic, than others. Unlike the island of Savai’i in Samoa, its namesake, Hawai’i, may
or may not count as part of the Pacific, depending on context. Interestingly, during my fieldwork
there was also the notion among some regional experts that economic development also eroded
“Pacificness,” as when I told an experienced regional consultant that I would leave Samoa for
the Cook Islands to finish my research. “Why?” he asked, “Rarotonga is barely even part of the
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region anymore. It’s too developed!” In this sense, fieldwork is an opportunity to have
experiences that are considered more authentic than those produced in convention halls,
conference rooms, and cubicles.
These experiences become framed at different scales (local, national, Pacific, or global)
and through different means (in personal narrative, informal exchanges between professionals, or
official reports). The impact of individual experience on the formation of regional discourse,
however, may or may not be significant depending on whose experience is being considered. The
experience of Ban Ki-Moon on his visit to Kiribati had a direct and high profile effect on climate
change discourse and how the world imagines the impacts of climate change on small islands. In
contrast, the experience of our team in the same location will, almost surely, have little effect on
the global imaginary.
As we know from anthropology’s reflexive attention to ethnographic practices, fieldwork
is not characterized by direct access to clearly available data that can then be unproblematically
represented (Clifford, 1986). In the case of nature conservation and management in the Pacific,
the experience is framed by project objectives that are set by the organizations conducting the
work, by funding entities, and by requirements set by international agreements that nation-states
have endorsed. Furthermore, access to the field is often mediated by local organizations or
government entities that may have their own goals for the visit. Projects of this sort can also be
nodes of friction (see Tsing, 2005) between the demands of international, regional, national, and
local entities. Many local projects, for instance, need local community support. However, the
requirements of international organizations, governments, and funding entities might not align

22

well with community wishes.1 In these cases, regionally-based conservation professionals, like
our team in Kiribati, may find themselves in the role of inter-scale broker, a role with analogies
in cultural anthropology (see West, 2006).
But this does not mean that staying at home is just as good as going into the field. If one
asks the right questions then one can get useful answers. While it didn’t work to see climate
change directly, because no one could ever experience climate change on a one-day visit, we did
learn that local concerns extend beyond climate change or the IUCN Red List and that
perceptions of cause and effect are contested. Furthermore, the field is not only about gathering
information or simply “seeing” for oneself. An important feature of the field, for environmental
organizations, is the potential to participate in direct interventions into, or engagements with, the
natural environment. This is not a feature of fora or the normal function of most formal
organizations. Field ventures may include data gathering, such as biodiversity surveys, the
facilitation of new socio-environmental relationships, such as a Locally Managed Marine Area,
but they can also have direct positive impacts, such as the construction of a new seawall or
harbor. The field is a vitally important dimension of the work carried out by environmentally
focused firms because it is the only domain in which work becomes properly environmental in
the same discursive and physical sense. It is in the field that a biodiversity officer for SPREP, or
the UN Secretary-General, can plant mangroves or clean up a watershed area. However, these
opportunities are few relative to the majority of work carried out by these organizations. From an
analytical perspective, the field is especially significant in that it emphasizes the primary
function of environmentally focused firms, which is not to intervene into the physical

1

This implies that communities are homogeneous which, of course, they are not. Agrawal and Gibson
(1999) have cogently critiqued the tendency among development and conservation professionals to view
the community as both problematic and as a unified actor.
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environment but to intervene into other organizations. Thus, inter-organizational work in the
form of projects is of primary importance. While the field is also important, the projects
considered during my own fieldwork were more dependent on interactions among firms within
different fora.
Firm
By “firm” I mean to conjure both the formal and informal dimensions of an organization.
These entities are to some degree bureaucratic, meaning that they have specific goals, explicit
norms and rules, and are characterized by hierarchical organization, a division of labor
accompanied by specialization, the allocation of roles and responsibilities, and elements of
secrecy (Weber, 1972). They can also be almost radically informal due to factors such as
relatively small organizational size, relative isolation from larger bureaucracies, and sociocultural influences that encourage informal relationships. Many of the formal organizations in
the Pacific, including regional offices of international NGOs and intergovernmental
bureaucracies, contain relatively few staff. Everyone at the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional
Environment Program (SPREP), for example, knows each other personally, resulting in a repersonalization of an organizational structure that was derived from much larger international
bureaucracies. The regional offices of international NGOs or agencies in the Pacific can also be
relatively isolated from the headquarters and other offices of the same organization. This,
combined with a relatively small number of staff, can result in less formal relationships and
stronger personal affinities between Pacific-based personnel of different organizations.
Furthermore, because the staff within these organizations is mostly comprised of expatriates,
either from other Pacific Island countries or beyond, there is a strong social environment that ties
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together personnel within and between various organizations in the same country and throughout
the Pacific.
Because informal relationships can be important for building trust among individuals and
within and between formal organizations, they cannot be separated in practice from the formal
proceedings of regional and international fora. Conversely, formal rules and norms can become a
context, or a resource, for informal improvisation and novel approaches to problems. Within this
context of familiarity at the Pacific regional scale (that is, among those that work for Pacific
intergovernmental agencies, regional offices of international NGOs, or properly Oceania based
organizations) it wasn’t uncommon to see informal activities that worked within gaps in what is
regarded as formally structured procedures.
At SPREP
I spent over nine months working as an intern then paid contractor for the Secretariat of
the Pacific Regional Environment Program (SPREP) in Apia, Samoa. My day usually began with
a walk from my cottage to the SPREP campus, about two kilometers downhill along Upolu’s
Cross Island Road. With the exception of the public buses that spewed thick black exhaust, the
walk was very enjoyable. Along most of it I could see miles of ocean and, on those Sundays that
I used the office, dozens of umu fires cooking Sunday dinner. Walking, however, was unusual.
Most SPREP professional staff had cars. Some of the support staff, such as janitors, took an
inexpensive SPREP van service that was operational for most of my fieldwork. One of the other
interns regularly took a taxi.
But my practice of walking helped remind me that SPREP was in Samoa and not
somewhere else. With only a few incidental exceptions, very little of the bureaucratic work at
SPREP was tied to its host country. The business and social language of SPREP is dominantly
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English, and most all of the professional staff was educated in English at the university level.
Samoan, however, was common for business within Samoa or interactions among the Samoan
staff, but the atmosphere was decidedly international, with personnel from across the Pacific and
beyond.
The campus was the same. With the exception of the fale, a building used for social
events with modern Polynesian-style architecture, the rest of the campus was composed of
several block buildings connected by breezeways, a central garden with palms and other tropical
plants, and surrounding open space, forest and fruit trees. Upon entering the main gate and
security guard building, it was obvious to even my untrained senses that I was still firmly located
in the balmy, oozing tropics. I could almost feel the floral growth. Life was palpable, even amid
the daily grind of emails and reports. However, since I wasn’t particularly interested in botany,
passing into SPREP campus marked the end for me of the obviously Samoan and the beginning
of an anonymously South Pacific space. It could almost as easily have been Suva, especially
when it rained.
The side of the building in which my cubicle was located was air-conditioned. Stepping
inside I would always say a quick hello to everyone, Thomas from Fiji who sat in the cubicle
next to the door, James from New Zealand against the far wall, Tim from Australia, my
supervisor, who sat across the aisle from my desk, Marge the Samoan administrative assistant
next to Tim and, on every other Friday, Allen, the UNEP representative who sat on the other side
of my desk when he worked out of the SPREP offices. Nearly without fail, everyone would look
up from their computers long enough to return my greeting, or crack a joke, before turning back
to emails, reports, Skype or whatever else they were working on. Everyone spent most of his or
her time interacting with a computer screen.
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Next, I would retrieve my MacBook and, after a few moments, was into my own daily
cycle of emails, report writing and other tasks. After an hour or so, Tim might step over to my
desk to discuss a report draft I had sent the week before. Later in the day, he would send his
more detailed comments. In the meantime, I would proof a document about community-based
marine protected areas written by a contractor. After about ninety minutes a daily migration
began, and one by one people would begin to leave their desks, mug in hand, for morning tea in
the fale.
Morning tea was the most regular of the communal rituals at SPREP, the others being
Friday cocktail nights and events like holiday parties. It was a time to get to know people outside
one’s own building, but also a time to learn, to listen, to absorb as much as possible from people
who, in several cases, had spent more years in the global conservation world than I had in life
itself.
After tea, and back at my desk, it was more of the same: correspondence, a trip report
that I needed to get help with, the next version of a grant proposal to help protect the Savai’i
Upland forest, a literature review for an upcoming report and field trip to Kiribati. Around me
people clicked away on keyboards, talked with partners and colleagues over the phone or Skype,
or consulted each other on projects. James could usually be counted on to tell a good joke. The
office wasn’t void of laughter. Near the end of the day would be a meeting with another intern to
discuss an upcoming discussion paper we would be drafting together. Occasionally, nearly
everyone would attend an all staff meeting at the end of the day where organizational business
was discussed. Around 4:30 people would began to shut down their workstations to go home.
Some, including those with upcoming duty travel to conferences, workshops or fieldwork might
stay late to prepare.
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Travel is a significant part of the job, and one that made standard approaches to
participant observation difficult. It was not unusual for one of my interviews to fall through due
to time constraints. In these cases I would often have to wait several weeks or more to reschedule
because of overseas travel. Professionals at SPREP are required to participate, and often plan,
conferences and other fora throughout the region and to conduct fieldwork for projects that meet
the organization’s strategic goals. It was rare for all the program staff from my building to be in
Samoa at one time and not unusual for most to be out of the country. There was at least one week
where only the administrative assistant and I were left in the office. This frenetic travel schedule
is a primary reason the other two domains, Fora and Field, are so important for understanding
the work of conservation professionals that consider themselves to be international civil servants
and also why these domains cannot remain separate in practice from the life of the Firm. With
few exceptions, such as purely internal administrative matters, most of the work at SPREP, and
similar organizations, is directed elsewhere.
With slight variations this pattern was repeated, Monday through Friday, week after
week. Days were filled with correspondence, project management, and document production.
Like many jobs around the world, SPREP personnel sit at their computers, most in cubicles, and
interact with their chosen web browser and, through it, colleagues around the world or in the next
building. They produce countless pages, or Mb, of documents, both formal and informal, leaving
seemingly endless paper and electronic traces along the way to “deliverables” and administrative
documents. Most of these are ephemera and will, like email, fade away along with the details of
what happened and why, a great frenzy of activity leaving only official documents and partially
preserved fragments. Some of my interlocutors called this mode of work “desk conservation” in
contrast with field conservation. Indeed, most of the professional staff in what was then called
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“Island Ecosystems,” and in which I was positioned, had extensive fieldwork experience, either
from their educational histories (several had PhDs in some kind of field biology) or years of field
conservation before finally taking a desk, or both.
The organizational work I observed was largely project development that included
administrative, hence bureaucratic, technical, and social expertise. Included within these
organizations are those with special environmental knowledge, such as marine ecologists, but
also lawyers (specializing, for example, in international law), media officers, technicians,
accountants, and librarians. Support staff, including janitors and maintenance personnel, is also
important to the functioning of the firm. It is, therefore, common for some personnel working
within an environmentally focused organization to not be especially passionate about
environmental issues, such as biodiversity conservation or climate change. For example, a legal
intern at SPREP once told me that her interests were not in environmental but international law.
For others, such as accountants, everyday working life is nearly indistinguishable from that of
their counterparts in other similarly structured organizations that deal with completely different
substantive issues. It would not be inconceivable for a GIS specialist, for example, to move from
SPREP, an organization concerned with environmental protection, to SPC-SOPAC, concerned in
part with studying and helping countries exploit deep-sea minerals. Both rely on the same spatial
and mapping practices. This means that much of the knowledge and skill necessary to run these
organizations and, to a lesser extent, to successfully manage specific projects, is the same.
With the exception of some of the sustainability schemes to save energy and minimize
waste, there is very little about the way that SPREP works on a day-to-day basis that is obviously
“environmental.” Many other organizations work in similar ways, including similar “green”
initiatives, and often toward different objectives. However, I have intentionally bracketed part of
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the SPREP working experience. Every cubicle is full of posters and books related to the Pacific
and the environment. The library is crammed with SPREP reports and books on topics ranging
from invasive species to financing biodiversity conservation. The conversations are about
climate change workshops (but still, workshops!) or Ecologically and Biologically Significant
Areas (EBSAs). The reports might be about international environmental law or Locally Managed
Marine Areas (LMMAs). In short, the symbolic content of the documents and correspondence,
and the attitudes of most of the staff, is broadly concerned with the environmental. However, to
jump immediately to this substantive content is to overlook commonly shared organizational
practices and infrastructures for dealing with problems in the world that surely affects how the
environmental (or development, or conflict, or trade) work happens. To ask the naïve questions:
How does this largely managerial, organizational, and administrative work become an
environmental intervention and not, say, an endless cycle of document production and meetings?
What sort of environment? What sort of interventions?
What I didn’t hear, or see, very often in the context of real work were meditations on the
wonder of nature or its intrinsic worth to the human soul. I know many individuals at SPREP did
share these or similar sentiments, but there seemed to be little room for them in the working life
of the organization as such. The nature, or more accurately, the biodiversity that SPREP and their
conservation partners sought to conserve must be rendered something amenable to administrative
tasks and management. Increasingly, as several anthropologists have noted already, nature is
something that can be valued in monetary terms (MacDonald, 2010), or as a cultural and social
resource. While the religious and recreational value of nature is often mentioned in grant
applications, for example, it is not the primary knot with which SPREP ties itself to its objects if
work.
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There is good reason for this. Environmental organizations, including the successful
NGOs, have learned that decision makers most often pay attention to more calculable values in
the rhetorical form, for example, of cost-benefit analysis. It is nice to show that a proposed hotel
development will destroy a bit of the natural world that local people hold dear, but it is believed
to be more effective to show that the cost of the hotel is more than the value of “ecosystem
services” in terms of food security, livelihood and reduced healthcare costs. While the suasive
power of the sublime in nature still holds some sway with some publics, thus its role in some
public focused literature and attention to charismatic endangered species, it has only a marginal
place within management approaches to conservation.
Thus, while much of the symbolic content and work of environmental organizations is,
obviously, about environmental themes, its chances of affecting physical interventions into the
world depend on interactions with other formal organizations, such as financial donors, and
countries in which projects are “implemented.” These relationships are mediated through
personal and professional relationships that are largely structured, or enabled, by the various
documents that are produced. These include, but are not limited to, meeting minutes, email
correspondence, administrative documents such as trip reports or budgets, official communiqués,
information papers, fact sheets, PR videos and press releases, grant proposals, reports to funding
organizations, logical frameworks, MoUs, legal contracts, multilateral and bilateral agreements,
scientific and technical reports, policy papers, legal and informational briefs, meeting agendas,
strategic plans, mission statements, cost-benefit analyses, data gap analyses, and scholarly
articles. Some of these must go through a formal approval process while others can be personal,
such as some email correspondence.
A Preliminary Typology of Firms
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Several kinds of organizations were particularly important during my fieldwork,
including: regional and supra-regional Intergovernmental Organizations (IGOs), Big
International NGOs (BINGOs), and State bureaucracies.
Intergovernmental Organizations
The first Pacific regional organization was founded as the South Pacific Commission in
1947 by the Allied Powers, which were worried about post-war security (Osmundsen, 1992).
Disputes between metropolitan and newly independent island nations resulted in the creation of
the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) in 1971. In 1988, Pacific Island leaders created the Council of
Regional Organizations in the Pacific (CROP) to improve communication and coordination
among the increasing number of regional bodies. Today, five CROP agencies have mandates that
include some aspect of Pacific Ocean governance. These are the PIF Secretariat, the Forum
Fisheries Agency (FFA), the Secretariat of the Pacific Community (SPC), the University of the
South Pacific (USP), and the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Program (SPREP).
Members from each of these agencies make up the CROP Marine Sector Working Group
(MSWG), which was tasked in 2009 with developing and implementing a framework for
coordinating and harmonizing ocean activities managed by CROP agencies and member
countries. There is, therefore, a trend toward more integrated management of activities in the
marine environment at the regional scale.
BINGOs
Big International NGOs have a strong presence of regional2 offices in the Pacific. These
include the regional offices of Conservation International, IUCN3, WWF, BirdLife International

2

Often referred to as ‘sub-regional’ by international organizations
Although IUCN describes itself as a global conservation network, with members including other
environmental organizations, individual experts, national governments and businesses, its offices function
3
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and others. BINGOs are important sources of funding and expertise for local, national and
regional projects and regularly partner with CROP agencies and national governments. It is
common for professional staff to move between CROP agencies, regional offices of BINGOs,
national government bureaus in the Pacific region, and regional offices of international agencies
such as UNEP and the Asian Development Bank. Within this structure, regional conservation
professionals not only work with each other but also with conservation professionals from the
global headquarters of their respective organizations, counterparts in other global regions, and
colleagues within global headquarters of other organizations. This situation can give rise to
tensions among regional obligations, colleagues and agendas, and the global agendas of
BINGOs.
State Bureaucracies
State governments constitute the membership of CROP agencies. In this sense, CROP
agencies are intergovernmental agencies that help coordinate national activities according to
strategic plans approved by members and help members meet commitments to international
conventions. CROP agencies are accountable to national government members and in this way
differ from BINGOs, who are often officially responsible to boards of directors. Member
countries, through CROP agency facilitation, work together to produce regional agendas and
strategies that respond to international agreements and developments. SPREP, for example,
might conduct workshops prior to the UN CBD Conference of the Parties (COP) to help build
regional coordination and key capacities, such as negotiation skills, among member country
representatives.
State governments form the context in which many conservation projects take place. It is
in many ways as NGOs and, within the Pacific region, both support NGOs and compete with them for
some of the same resources.
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common practice for intergovernmental agencies to have focal points, persons with which they
work, in one or more government ministries or equivalent bureaucratic divisions. While
BINGOs, in principle, primarily work with national or local scale NGOs or offices, they also
commonly, at least in smaller-scale Pacific Island countries, work with government officials. It is
national governments that have declared most of the world’s Marine Managed Areas (MMAs),
although similar areas have also been designated on a provisional basis in Areas Beyond
National Jurisdiction, for example, by the International Seabed Authority (International Seabed
Authority, 2012). It is also important to note briefly that despite more unified presentations at
international fora, national administration can be internally divided on important issues and that
these agonisms, even antagonisms, can be consequential for projects in which extra-national
organizations are involved. Sometimes these extra-national organizations may even be
implicated in national agonisms. The point is that national governments often do not function as
unified actors (Chasek, Downie, & Brown, 2014). Furthermore, NGOs and IGOs may, at times,
serve governmental functions.
Forum
There are no lines on the surface of the ocean and yet, in conference rooms around the
world, it is nothing but lines. The liquid reality of the seas and seasons is unbounded, yet is
represented as a stable territory, as legal rights, or as geometric relations of intense international
interest. Some of the most convincing representations of oceanic substance are abstracted and
then set within vast networks of cultural, social, political and technological relationships. Even
some of the most hard-nosed pragmatists, in pointing to a projected PowerPoint image, will lose
all sense of what is actually before their eyes when they say, “This is a hydrothermal vent on the
seafloor.” They tend to do so without irony and without mention of how a hydrothermal vent on
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the seafloor came to be found in a hotel conference room. The imagination, said to be part and
parcel of childish wonder, is fully utilized by these rationally-minded policy makers and
technocratic planners. In these worlds, a country almost no hunger or homelessness can also be
designated “least developed.” Another can be among the smallest in the world on a Tuesday and,
after a formal declaration of internationally recognized ocean space, join the ranks of the largest
on Wednesday. The mystery of such phenomena, and what makes them so intriguing, is that they
conjure the lives of actual people in other places.
Of course this is not the same as saying that these forms of imagination are not real, that
some representations do not represent well, or that we only inhabit a world of simulacra, in
which our representations only and always represent themselves. To pay attention to the
conference room expert who says, “This is a hydrothermal vent on the seafloor” is not to deny
that a real submersible ventured to great depth and captured images, or even geological samples,
of a real hydrothermal vent. The point is rendered much more significant by keeping some sense
of the actual networks of connection between forum-space and outdoor-space somewhere handy.
At stake, instead, is the context of (re)presentation and all the associations to which such
statements and images are hitched. Behind it is a long list of discursive, figurative, historical,
institutional, physical, and political associations. “This is a hydrothermal vent on the seafloor,”
fronts for various tropes, such as “Hydrothermal vents are economic resources.” It is also
associated with spatialized institutional arrangements, like “The seabed in question is within
Papua New Guinea’s Exclusive Economic Zone.” It can have temporal significance in the case
of, “Next year Papua New Guinea will become the first nation to mine hydrothermal vents.” It
also has moral valences. For example when anti-mining activists say that the EU is “Using
Pacific Island countries as guinea pigs for global seabed mining.”
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The context of presentation is important. The statement could be made at a conference on
basic geological science, attended by academics, or at a Deep Sea Minerals mining conference
where the objectives are to produce new legal and environmental guidelines for developing
nations and attended by industry representatives, scientists, and policy makers. The statement
can also be juxtaposed with other media through some sort of presentation software. In doing so
selections and deflections of actual and virtual worlds are inevitably made. Furthermore, the
presenter may speak as an expert, that is, as an individual, or may speak as the face of a large
formal organization that has sanctioned the messages conveyed. That a video of a hydrothermal
vent is a representation of a real hydrothermal vent, therefore, belies the fact that its act of
representation is entangled with imaginative constructions of time and space; webs of
technology, labor and finance; and networks of organizations, institutions, people, other living
creatures and things. Hence, the worlds of fora, of conferences and workshops, are not
necessarily spaces of disconnection— from the outdoors or from the ocean, specifically. They
are spaces of multiplicity and nodes in extensive networks that extend from the deep sea to
centers of political and economic power. They are spaces and processes that, I believe, we do not
understand nearly well enough with regard to global environmental challenges.
The term “forum” indicates an assembly place for discussion and implies that the space
of interaction is an important component of what transpires between people. As such, a forum
can be thought of as a materially structured discursive event that depends on particular
relationships within and among spatial, temporal, technological (including documentary) and
socio-political conditions. The majority of formal work done during many fora takes place in this
highly structured environment (see Riles, 2006). Conference rooms are functional, allowing the
documentary and presentational components of the event to be foregrounded. In addition, a great
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deal of social network and relationship building between individuals and organizations occurs at
the fringes of these more formal interactions. Formal and informal contexts emerge as significant
due to the substantial time and resources professionals in formal organizations spend planning
and attending these events, where much work of (inter)organizational importance is conducted.
This is one way in which the work of formal organizations, the firm, is related to formal interorganizational exchange, the forum.
A growing network of researchers has been writing specifically about environmental fora,
such as IUCN’s World Conservation Congress (WCC). This literature is part of an increasing
interest in global dimensions of conservation and the effects global fora have on local scales and
the transboundary scaling up of nature conservation (Campbell & Brosius, 2010). The research
thus far has been especially interested in the performative dimensions, structural characteristics,
and major shifts in ideas and means of achieving conservation as presented at global “megaevents” (Brosius & Campbell, 2010). The modes and extent of involvement by local-scale actors
has been a key focus and includes attention to the participation of indigenous, local, and mobile
peoples (Brosius, 2004). It has been noted that the voices of local, indigenous, national, and even
regional scale actors can be dominated by senior staff of BINGOs (Gray, 2010). Other cases of
scalar politics have been documented, including the largely ignored objections made by the
indigenous communities to economic valuations of nature (Monfreda, 2010). Others argue, more
generally, that current conditions, such as unequal power relations between indigenous peoples
around the world and the global north, limit inclusive democratic participation at global scale
events (Paulson et al., 2012).
The politics of performance in global conservation has also been highlighted. The role of
performativity and the enactment of expertise have been identified as mechanisms for virtualism,
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or the transformation of “reality” into abstract models or ideas about nature (MacDonald &
Corson, 2012). Global “mega-events” have been analyzed as performative rituals that help to
enforce, or establish, global cosmologies (Little, 1995). Performance theory has also been used
to think about how structure, orchestration, and spectacle influence the formation of new
associations that constitute shifts in biodiversity conservation (MacDonald, 2010). From this
analytical perspective, the very structure and goals of global fora can privilege increasingly
strong partnerships with business and other politically influential actors. Other structural
considerations such as which languages are chosen for translation, thematic content, spatial
organization and access have also been emphasized (see Little, 1995; Brosius & Campbell,
2010).
Major shifts in global conservation discourse and practice have also been identified and
analyzed at major international fora. These include the impact of neoliberal ideologies on
biodiversity conservation (Greenberg 2012; MacDonald 2010; MacDonald & Corson 2012;
Monfreda 2010; Suarez 2011), the relationships between climate change and biodiversity
(Hagerman, Satterfield, & Dowlatabadi, 2010), an increased emphasis on marine conservation
(Gray 2010; Greenberg 2012), and expropriations of local resources for environmental purposes
(MacDonald & Corson, 2012; Fairhead, Leach, & Scoones, 2012). Although the work cited here
is primarily concerned with “the event,” some authors also emphasize that global “mega-events”
(and, I would add, other fora) are only ethnographically meaningful as multi-sited objects
(Brosius & Campbell, 2010) that imply other spaces. In an important reflection on these events
as new ethnographic objects, Little (1995) is careful to stress that the forum is an assemblage that
cannot be held in a neat frame but is instead part of ongoing processes that deserve ethnographic
attention.
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Material Discourses: Document (re)creation
This dissertation draws upon, and extends, this body of work by entering the world of the
forum as both a material and discursive event that revolves around the (re)creation of documents.
From this point of view, the role of documents as both structuring devices (Brosius & Campbell
2010) and products of interaction (as at once discursive, contextual, and material) is key to
understanding these occurrences and the relationships between fora and the more isolated work
of formal organizations, media coverage, and public opinion. Temporal regulation of most fora
corresponds to the structure of an agenda and schedule, but can also break down into informality
under certain conditions (Riles, 2006). In addition, organizational work does not proceed ex
nihilo but is based on previously created conventions, programs of work, working papers, stated
objectives and agenda items, draft reports, and other documents created to direct the efforts of
participants toward the general goal of creating new, or modifying old, documents. Less official
documentary outcomes can include pictures of the event, email or chat sessions, video, and news
coverage.
From an ethnographic perspective, however, it is not only the documentary inputs and
outputs that are of interest but also the processual dimensions of fora that go unrecorded. A great
deal of discursive work, both spoken and written, is never incorporated into final documents. In
consensus-based meetings, for example, final decisions must be agreeable to all parties. Thus,
many of the suggestions made during negotiations may not be included. Even official records of
what was said do not necessarily reflect what was actually uttered by members. For example, at
SPREP annual meetings Secretariat staff take minutes of all negotiations. These minutes are then
given to member countries for approval. A member can then make amendments to the record.
However, because no official verbatim recording is made, it is not clear if discrepancies are the
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result of an error on the part of the Secretariat, the translators, or if a member is revising a
statement made in the flow of negotiation. In any case, the emphasis is not on producing accurate
historical records but on allowing members an element of control over how they are represented
in the final document. In these cases, official documents are reconstructions of an event that will
later stand for the event itself.
However, fora, and the documentary processes they revolve around, are at the same time
materially structured events that, to be successful, must channel the individual attentions of
participants into a more collective perceptual experience at particular moments. Four contextual
factors seem especially important in this regard. The first is the use of more or less generic space,
often conference centers or church halls4 that establish a relative sense of sensory deprivation.
The second is presentation technologies, including a projector and screen, a computer, and
presentation software such as PowerPoint, through which presentations are made and documents
are drafted. The third includes other forms that documents can take including printed material or
individual digital devices. The fourth includes informal spaces outside the conference room.
All fora I attended during fieldwork were constituted by some variation of this
arrangement. Often with dimmed lighting, presentation technologies in the conference room
deprived and then attempted to channel the usually multifarious attentions of participants into
one common gaze, usually focused on the presentation or collective creation of documents. In
other cases, such as multilateral negotiations or smaller working group sessions, individual
devices emerged as an important material element for organizational work. In both situations, the
use of standardized documents, protocols for action and scripts for writing and speaking can also

4

Churches are commonly used for secular business throughout the Pacific.
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contribute to an environment that helps focus the attention and activity of participants, assuming
that these elements are working together and not in competition (Heimer, 2006).
An important structural feature of regional and international events is the limits imposed
on who may attend and where those in attendance are allowed to be (Little, 1995). Many events
are restricted to invited participants while others, officially open to the public, effectively
constrain participation through choice of location, timing of the event, and the extent of efforts to
notify potential participants and observers. While these are constraints common to all planned
events, it was not uncommon to hear complaints about insufficient notice and poor timing. In this
sense, time and space become important factors in shaping the outcomes of meetings in another
sense, by creating zones of inclusion and exclusion. Smaller and more financially limited
organizations, such as local and national NGOs, can find attendance at relevant regional and
international events more difficult. This suggests that the material circumstances of events create
scales of interaction in which regional or international fora are partially constituted by power
relations that favor some organizations over others.
Beyond the conference rooms were hotels, often attached to the conference center, bars,
clubs, and other places for socialization such as field trip destinations. These less formal places,
as well as the spatial and temporal margins of official business sessions, proved to be particularly
important for networking, relationship building and the more charismatic dimensions of project
development. These spaces are important for building trust, for gossip, for recruiting, for
convincing, for getting the right people to feel the right way about your work and about you, for
getting a little drunk and saying too much, and perhaps strategically. In many ways these spaces
are where the real work of starting and building projects takes place, especially for the more
entrepreneurial organizations like NGOs. It is not usually the time to talk about documents. It is a
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time to talk about people, about their virtues and failings, about envy and admiration. It can be
deeply political in its overt sociality. It can also be fun, especially when funded through a
generous per diem, and fun can be an excellent opportunity for ethnographic work. One can learn
a great deal from serious people, who do serious things, when they cease to be serious.
Early-Stage Projects
I conceive the formal and informal networks and associations that characterize Firm,
Forum, and Field as the interrelated domains over which ongoing socio-political, documentary
and monetary processes interact in the form of projects. Specifically, I focused my attention on
projects that exemplified what seemed to be a trend toward up-scaling Integrated Coastal and
Ocean Management (ICM) through extremely large marine spatially planned areas. By
coincidence, all of the projects I participated in and documented were in the early stages of
development. I began by collecting examples of these large-scale projects in which SPREP, my
home organization, was implicated. These included the regional scale Pacific Oceanscape
initiative, a regional scale Deep Sea Minerals (DSM) mining project headed by the Secretariat of
the Pacific Community (SPC), and the national-scale Cook Islands Marine Park (CIMP), which
was rumored to be around 1 million km2 when SPREP and Conservation International first
became involved soon after my arrival in Samoa. I began with a strategy of collecting and
curating what seemed to be unrelated projects in large-scale marine sustainable development.
However, through common organizational actors and processes, what began as separate regional
and national projects became entangled within the CIMP, which along the way became an
exemplary component of the Pacific Oceanscape, along with the Phoenix Islands Protected Area
(PIPA) in Kiribati, and a space of political friction for some DSM mining interests. Moreover, I
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was directly engaged, although to a small extent, in progressing these entanglements through
organizational work I had taken on as part of my research.
The first project to catch my attention, the Pacific Oceanscape initiative, can be
described as an attempt to integrate all ocean related activities carried out by regional
intergovernmental agencies and their member countries within one management regime. This
ambitious project was initiated by Anote Tong, President of Kiribati, in 2009 and was formally
endorsed as the Pacific Oceanscape Framework by Pacific Islands Forum leaders at their 40th
Meeting in August of that year. From its inception, regional and international experts from
Conservation International, IUCN, UNEP, SPREP, and other CROP5 agencies supported the
Pacific Oceanscape through the CROP Marine Sector Working Group. The expressed intent of
the initiative “is to foster stewardship at scale – local, national, regional, and international to
ensure in perpetuity the health and wellbeing of our ocean and ourselves” (Pacific Islands Forum
Secretariat, 2010). As a framework, it is intended to be an institutional mechanism for reviving
and implementing the previous Pacific Islands Regional Ocean Policy (PIROP) that was
endorsed by Forum leaders in 2002 as a response to calls for regional-scale applications of the
UN Law of the Sea Convention (Marine Sector Working Group, 2005). Beyond these
documents, the meaning of the Oceanscape is vague and contested. According to Conservation
International’s CEO Peter Seligmann, for example, the Pacific Oceanscape is the largest nature
conservation project in world history, constituting an area larger than the surface of the moon.

5

CROP stands for Council of Regional Organizations in the Pacific and includes member organizations
such as the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat (PIFS), the Secretariat of the Pacific Community (SPC), the
Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA), the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment
Program (SPREP), the South Pacific Tourism Organization, the University of the South Pacific (USP),
the Pacific Islands Development Program, and the Pacific Power Association (PPA). The South Pacific
Applied Geoscience Commission and the South Pacific Board for Educational Assessment were also
members before their absorption by the SPC.

43

For others, the Oceanscape is a framework for sustainable development through marine spatial
planning that can allow almost any extractive activities within designated zones. In addition,
these two perspectives have been seen both as approximately synonymous and as antagonistic.
The SPC-EU Deep Sea Minerals Project covers approximately the same area as that
claimed by the Pacific Oceanscape, or the collective Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) of
SPC’s member countries, plus Timor-Leste, which was added at the request of the project’s
funder, the EU. Additionally, the project supports member governments that would like to pursue
mining activities in the international seabed area (often called “the area”) beyond national
jurisdictions. In 2011 SPC began implementation of a four year project. The key objectives of
the project were:
(1) Development of a Regional Legislative and Regulatory Framework (RLRF) for
offshore minerals exploration and mining;
(2) Formulation of policy, legislation and regulations, at a national level;
(3) Building national capacities; and
(4) Effective management and monitoring of offshore exploration and mining
operations.
I became involved in the project through SPREP’s efforts to support, within a surprisingly
complicated political milieu, the finalization of the RLRF. SPREP’s role, aside from giving
general input into the document and sending delegates to regional DSM fora, was to draft a paper
on the precautionary principle that would directly inform the RLRF. As one of two primary
drafters of the SPREP informal discussion paper, I was able to work with SPC staff in Fiji,
Samoa and the Cook Islands6 over the course of several months.

6

I also had a conversation with two of the key project leaders in the Auckland airport after
bumping into them unexpectedly. Although the Pacific region is large in spatial terms, its
network of sustainable development professionals is more modest. These sorts of encounters are,
in fact, common.
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The third project is the Cook Islands Marine Park (CIMP), which at the time of writing
included approximately half of the Cook Island’s entire EEZ (or approximately 1 million km2).
In September 2011, Henry Puna, the Prime Minister of the Cook Islands, announced that this
massive mixed-use, marine spatially planned area would be his country’s contribution to the
Pacific Oceanscape. In August 2012, he declared the official creation of the CIMP as the world’s
largest Marine Managed Area at the 43rd Pacific Islands Forum Meeting held in Rarotonga, Cook
Islands. However, the first time I spoke with a Cook Islander about the CIMP was at a DSM
meeting held in Fiji. In addition to declaring what was, by some measures, the largest marine
park in the world, the Cook Islands was also the first country to draft specific DSM mining
legislation. I moved to Rarotonga in May 2012 to better understand the interactions between
these two projects that made claims to the same space and that both claimed to be projects in
sustainable development.
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Chapter 2: Imagined Ecologies: Toward an Environmental Anthropology of the Global
Indoors
We are, these days, increasingly bombarded with information about what is known as ‘the
environment.’ Seated in our homes, in classrooms or in conference theatres, this
environment is flashed before our eyes in images of landscapes, wildlife and peoples from
around the globe, often to the accompaniment of facts and figures assembled to deliver a
compelling message of change. Indeed, so accustomed are we to viewing images of this
kind that we are, I think, inclined to forget that the environment is, in the first place, a world
we live in, and not a world we look at.
Tim Ingold (2011)
Being Alive
If their culture is regarded as a response to the environment, then the elements in that
environment to which it responded most vigourously were manuscripts.
C.S. Lewis (1994)
The Discarded Image
Anthropology in/of the Environment
Anthropological engagement with the environment began with theories of environmental
determinism. The most influential of these in modern science was anthropogeography,
developed by Friedrich Ratzel in late 19th century and popularized for the Anglophone world by
Ellen Semple and Ellsworth Huntington. Anthropogeography sought to understand how
environmental factors such as climate, soils, and landforms operated as first causes of sociocultural diversity and development (Boia, 2005). Simple conceptions of environmental
determinism, however, failed to explain variation in many cultural phenomena that were most
important to anthropologists, including kinship terminologies, marriage rules, and political
systems, all of which could vary drastically within similar environments (Milton, 1996). It
became clear that whatever the relationship between culture and environment might be, it was
not directly causal. This led to a shift toward theories that focused on the relationships between
social institutions and culture rather than environmental determinants. Examples of this trend can
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be seen in the work of Durkheim and later Radcliffe-Brown and Malinowski (see Milton, 1996)
in England.
However, environmental influences on social and cultural forms were not left out
entirely. Mauss critiqued and modified deterministic theories in Seasonal Variations of the
Eskimo (1979). He argued that instead of focusing on simple causal relationships between
environment and social structure, geography should compose a portion of the “material
substratum” that, in turn, “must be considered in relation to a social context in all its complex
totality” (Mauss 1979, p. 21). Mauss claimed that seasonality influenced all domains of Eskimo
life, including social structure, housing, religion and language. He argued that the environment
was not determinant in any simple fashion but that the results of its influence depend on other
social factors. From this perspective society, or at least primitive society, could be understood as
taking the path of least resistance through its environment, with the result that different forms of
moral, legal and religious institutions would make different use of the same climate and terrain.
In making his inquiry into seasonality as a total social phenomenon, Mauss became the first
social theorist to conduct an ecological study of culture (Fox, 1979).
Evans-Pritchard in The Nuer (1940), however, may have been the first to use the word
ecology in relation to human social structure and function. Nuer social morphology, like that of
the Eskimo, oscillated between two seasons. These seasons were not summer and winter but wet
and dry. Furthermore, unlike the Eskimo, the Nuer were primarily agriculturists whose
livelihood depended on cattle. Climate and season affected Nuer social structure by influencing
the resources upon which cattle depend. That is, climate and season affected temperature and
rainfall, which affected the growth of grass, which affected the cattle’s food supply.
Furthermore, these ecological relations affected economic relationships since “the limitations
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imposed on Nuer economy by their environment…can be corrected by trade (Evans-Pritchard
1940: 87). Thus, early on in anthropological thought, or perhaps because of its focus on cases of
extreme climate and subsistence societies, ecology and economy were explained in part through
relationships to seasonal variation.
In the United States, Boas and his students turned to a negative version of environmental
determinism, often referred to as possibilism. (Kroeber, 1939). From this perspective, rather
than being directly causal, the environment has a limiting influence on cultural forms. For
example, the climate helps set the geographic range in which maize can grow (Kroeber, 1939).
By arguing that environment only sets the outer limits for cultural variation, possibilism is able
to maintain that the positive characteristics of culture can only be explained in terms of cultural
factors (Kroeber, 1939). Unlike anthropogeography, which can be dismissed as a general causal
theory by simply pointing out that vastly different cultures have lived in the same or similar
environments, the problem with possibilism is that while it is obviously true, it has very little
analytical power. With both forms of determinism, as Geertz pointed out, “one can ask only the
grossest of questions… and give only the grossest of answers” (Geertz, 1963, P. 3).
While Mauss and Evans-Pritchard can be seen as working in a broadly ecological mode,
ecological approaches to human-environment interactions within anthropology come primarily
from Julian Steward’s development of cultural ecology. Steward argued that not all culture traits
are equally affected by the physical environment. Instead, he advanced the idea of a “cultural
core,” or “the constellation of features which are most closely related to subsistence activities
and economic arrangements” (Steward, 1955, p. 37). As such, the cultural core would be
comprised of any cultural patterns, including religious, legal, or political institutions that could
be empirically determined to be closely tied to subsistence activities. For example, Steward
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showed that similarities in social structure between cultures living in very different habitats may
derive from similar relationships between hunting technologies and the kind of game hunted.
Large migratory game, he argued, tends to encourage large-scale cooperative hunting. While this
situation favors large, migratory multifamily groups, small game hunting tends to favor relatively
small, localized patrilineal bands. Unlike his contemporary Leslie White7, Steward argued that
determinant environment-human relationships within the cultural core could only be discovered
through empirical research.8
Steward’s influence led to a proliferation of cultural ecology research that began to gather
momentum in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The work of Vayda (1961) on warfare under
conditions of population growth, Geertz (1963) on local agricultural responses to colonial
intervention in Indonesia, and Rappaport (1968) on ritual as an ecological variable are examples.
However, this generation of ecological anthropologists didn’t simply adopt Steward’s version of
cultural ecology wholesale. They were also influenced by ecosystems theory in which cultural
phenomena became variables within a cybernetic system of energy and information flows. For
example, in Pigs for the Ancestors (1968) Rappaport argues that the Tsembaga ritual cycle

7

In contrast with Steward’s multilineal theory of cultural evolution, Leslie White (1959) argued
that cultural evolution was caused by one theoretically privileged relationship between energy
and technology. He argued that cultural evolution progressed through several stages
characterized by the technology available to harness energy. First, foraging societies relied only
on their own muscle power. Second, the agricultural revolution made solar power more readily
available in the form of domesticated plants and large draft animals. Third, fossil fuels were
harnessed, leading to the industrial revolution. The most recent stage of cultural evolution,
according to White, included the development of nuclear energy.
8
Cultural ecology runs into analytical trouble when attempts are made to distinguish between
features of the cultural core and so-called secondary cultural features. That is, it is difficult to
know where the cultural core ends and secondary features begin. Therefore, because Steward
placed primary emphasis on the cultural core when thinking about culture change, his approach
to cultural ecology tends, in practice, toward a kind of environmental determinism (Milton,
1996).
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worked as a “homeostat, maintaining a number of variables which in sum comprise the total
system within ranges of viability” (1968, p. 229). Specifically, the ritual cycle kept pig
populations within the limits of the local carrying capacity, limited warfare, and distributed high
quality protein when it is most needed.9 From this perspective, religious ritual is equivalent,
although not reducible, to behavioral mechanisms in any population of organisms as it adjusts to
its environment.
A problem with cultural ecology research is a pervasive assumption that cultural
institutions, to the extent they interact with the environment, are ecologically adaptive. This can
be seen in Vayda’s attitude toward warfare:
On the assumption that culture tends to be adaptive in the sense of providing
people with the means of adjustment to the geographical environment and to other
basic conditions of life, we should expect warfare to serve people in more ways
than merely through providing them with solidarity or cohesion and we should
expect, furthermore, that the other function of warfare will tend to offset the
maladaptive consequences of fighting. (Vayda, 1961, p. 347)
Furthermore, where practices were observed to be maladaptive, it was assumed that they had
been adaptive at some point in the past. However, this leads to a paradox in which culture is
assumed to be both adaptive in order to lend explanatory force to theory and acknowledged to be
maladaptive in order to allow for exceptions. Without this assumption, practices could still be
empirically shown to be adaptive, but it would be much more difficult to establish adaptation as
the “cause” of the cultural practice. As a means of explaining cultural variation and change,

9

This claim that the ritual cycle is adaptive because of its effects on nutrition is among the
weakest links in Rapport’s argument and demonstrates a problem with cultural ecology more
generally—that is, the temptation to think of everything as adaptive.
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ecological approaches suffer from question begging.10 This, however, does not mean that
research in this tradition cannot be useful for solving practical environmental problems.
The description of cultural behavior as one part of an ecosystem can be contrasted with
cognitive approaches that, following Harold Conklin (1954) have been termed ethnoecological.
The ethno- indicates, in this case, the viewpoint of the group being described and is similar to
uses of the term folk in ‘folk medicine’ or ‘folk model’ (Milton, 1996). Ethnoecology, as a
branch of cognitive anthropology (see Tyler, 1969), begins with descriptions of “what one must
know in order to respond in a culturally appropriate manner in a given socio-ecological context”
(Frake, 1962). A goal, at least in early work, is the formulation of a set of rules, similar to
grammatical rules, that can generate new acts which would be considered appropriate by
members of the society being described (Frake, 1962). The most important means of inferring
the cognitive models of others has been language, largely through the elicitation of names for
things and how these things are organized into larger groupings (Tyler, 1969). The theoretical
importance of uncovering these schema rests in the assumption that naming is a chief means of
imposing order on perception.
A growing interest in how peoples’ environments were organized by their world views
constituted a theoretical break with ecosystems approaches to human-environment relations. In
the latter, culture was important to the extent that it influenced trophic (and sometimes
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Another critique has been leveled against both ecological and economic explanations of
behavior by Marshall Sahlins. In Culture and Practical Reason (1976), he traces the history of
utilitarian explanations of culture (practical reason) in relation to symbolic, or cultural, reason.
The former, he argues, is composed of functionalist theories while the latter implies that
symbolic systems are imposed on experience. Furthermore, he argues that explanations from
practical reason follow from less obvious cultural structures. The ecological explanations of
Rappaport or Steward, for example, are simply rationalizations of anthropologists’ cultural
values that are then imposed on another culture. In short, economic and ecological explanations
are only secondary justifications of less conscious symbolic systems.
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information) exchange within ecosystems through human behavior. In the former, culture
consisted of beliefs, representations, models, and values that people carried around in their heads
and imposed on nature in order to give it meaning. The diversity with which different cultures
organized phenomena like color, flora, or fauna seemed to lend credibility to claims that nature is
constructed through people’s social interactions and cognitive schema.
Although each theoretical orientation has undergone shifts, this split has persisted.
Furthermore, while literature from both theoretical orientations has proliferated, especially in the
wake of global environmental movements and increased awareness of problems like biodiversity
loss and climate change, both perspectives have been vulnerable to empirical and theoretical
challenges. Formidable provocations have come from Science and Technology Studies,
specifically arguments against the dichotomies such as nature/culture and mind/body11 (see
Haraway, 1991; Latour, 1999). In environmental anthropology, however, one of the most
sustained and refined critiques of existing approaches has come from Tim Ingold (but see also
Descola, 2013; Descola & Pálsson, 1996).
Ingold’s Solution to the Paradoxes of Ecological and Cultural Theory
Tim Ingold (2000; 2011) has been among the most consistent and persuasive critics of
both ecosystem and constructivist approaches to human-environment interactions. Much of his
re-thinking is grounded in new ways of understanding human evolution and development that do
not depend on Cartesian mind/body, culture/nature dichotomies. In doing so, he has moved away
from the metaphors of enculturation, in which cultural codes are transmitted as acquired tradition
from one generation to the next, to a metaphor of enskillment in which ways of interacting with
the world are regrown in each generation through the active engagement of a practitioner with
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See also work in medical anthropology, e.g. Scheper-Hughes, & Lock (1987).
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her human and non-human surroundings. Skills for Ingold are not techniques of the body but
capabilities of the whole being already situated in an environment. It follows that culture, to the
extent that he thinks about it, does not mediate human perception of the environment. Instead,
perception of the environment is direct. Forms of cultural expression including stories, myth, or
rules of thumb are means of orientation or interpretation that are left aside by skilled
practitioners as they actively engage with their surroundings.
This active and direct engagement with one’s surroundings is what Ingold refers to as the
dwelling perspective. From the dwelling perspective life unfolds as a process. Being in the world
in this sense is to be understood intransitively, as something always in the middle of being done.
He contrasts the dwelling perspective with the building perspective, or the dominant view of
human action as the relatively straightforward translation of ideal forms into material reality.
From the building perspective, which includes constructivist theories, all meaning is
symbolic. Ingold finds this unacceptable since it would imply that non-humans live in
meaningless worlds. In more recent work (2011) he has moved from the metaphor of dwelling,
which implies a more stationary existence, to metaphors that emphasize the movements through
which perception becomes meaningful. He argues that life is a kind of wayfaring that it unfolds
along lines or bundles of lines that create meshworks.
My purpose here is not to summarize Ingold’s oeuvre but to situate some of its features in
relation to my own work. I have found his arguments compelling, including his emphasis on the
intransitive nature of action as a process in which form unfolds through active engagement. I
argue that concepts can develop in similar ways, through active engagement in social, cultural,
and ecological relationships. In this way I extend Ingold’s work into cultural construction itself.
His emphasis on perception as movement and his use of tropes like wayfaring also work well
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with my own emphasis on political ecologies of vagueness, where vagueness indicates
wandering as embodied in the figure of the vagabond, for example.
However, I have also found that Ingold’s methodology can systematically place
important dimensions of human-environment interactions under erasure. He begins his inquiry
by asking about the forms of meaning that can exist in the absence of symbolic representation
(Ingold, 2000). His theoretical work then proceeds from this assumption and only allows
recourse to cultural representation when all other forms of meaning have been exhausted. This
approach may become problematic if it leads to a picture of human-environment interaction in
which cultural representations are unimportant. It seems fair to reorient our attention to the fact
that there has never been a person (persona) that has interacted within their environment in the
absence of symbols. I view much of Ingold’s research as an attempt to establish the limits of his
theoretical intervention, and one that often fails to make sense of ethnographic encounters.12
Much of the difficulty of using Ingold in my own work follows from his definition of
environment as that which surrounds. Abstractions like biodiversity, the global, or climate are
not environments. The result is that one of the most innovative ecological anthropologists cares
nothing in his academic writing for contemporary “environmental” crises such as global climate
change, biodiversity extinction, large-scale pollution, or resource over-extraction. The question
then becomes whether his work can help those of us who are just as (or more) interested in
environmental anthropology as a means of understanding what has come to be called the
anthropocene (or an era in which humanity is understood as a major planetary force) or if it is
helpful only for bypassing theoretical difficulties, difficulties that do not render either
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Milton (1996) has also found Ingold’s interventions to be both compelling and nearly
impossible to operationalize, although her more recent work seems more willing to make the
attempt (Milton, 2005).
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constructivist or ecological anthropologies ineffective in addressing real environmental issues
(Milton, 1996).
I believe that Ingold’s work can be helpful to the extent that we are able to extend his
forms of thought to industrial and post-industrial forms of life as objects of inquiry rather than
simply as critical foils. In fact, Ingold pays much more attention to foraging, pastoralist, and
horticulturalist forms of life than to the industrial and post-industrial. This orientation is, I think,
at least partly the result of his critique of Cartesian distinctions between mind/body and
culture/nature. One of his approaches to critique, and a powerful one, is to show how these
binaries, rather than being universal, have impacted our bodies and physical environments. For
example, he shows how the tendency, at least since Darwin, to view the feet and legs as
grounded in nature while the hands and head are synonymous with culture has influenced
attitudes toward travel (Ingold, 2011). Instead of feeling our way through the environment with
unencumbered feet, as foragers are said to do, we have developed means of distancing ourselves
from the ground— through shoes, pavement, carriages then cars, and airplanes. Our mode of
travel re-enforces the belief that we have minds distinct from bodies and that we travel from
point to point, rather than moving through the world as it opens out to us. Ultimately, Ingold sees
these modifications as illusory. We do not really have a mind distinct from a body, and we are
never-the-less wayfarers in the world regardless of how it appears to us in technologicallymediated experience. The images we see of the environment in classrooms are not, in fact, the
environment at all.
But this leaves us with a curious question. As we fly from New York to Houston, or stroll
absentmindedly down a city sidewalk, or view our own neighborhood through Google Maps, and
experience our surroundings in many other ways, how is it that we are suckered so easily into
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believing what isn’t the case? How is it that we come to believe we have minds distinct from
bodies? Two answers present themselves immediately. The first is ideological. Our conceptual
frameworks, mediated through language, may be playing tricks on us. But this is unacceptable if
we insist, as Ingold does, that cultural representations do not mediate human-environmental
interactions. From this perspective it becomes difficult to understand how anyone could have
ever believed in Cartesian realities in the first place. We are left wondering where such concepts
come from and how they take hold if meaning is derived from immediate perception of the
environment.
The second answer is more acceptable, since it comes directly from Ingold’s research, but
also has an unexpected result. That is, Cartesian ideals may have followed environmental and
bodily modifications through the use of shoes and other clothing, architecture, transportation,
and the technologies of modernity more generally. Because we increasingly experienced our
surroundings as relatively frictionless movement between points, and because our technologies
of representation allowed us to perceive without movement (because they move), it increasingly
made sense to express our experiences in terms of the very ideas Ingold has come to critique.13 It
would seem, from this perspective, that the mistake is in universalizing such concepts and
assuming that they apply consistently to all people in all times. The unexpected result is that we
cannot simply critique Cartesian dualisms conceptually without trying to understand the
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To be clear, this is not an argument from environmental determinism. I am not arguing that
ideas emerged from modifications of the environment. I am trying to understand what minimal
environmental and embodied conditions must be in place if such ideas are to become culturally
viable when we refuse to accept, on theoretical grounds, that cultural representations mediate our
experience of the environment. That is, if we dwell in the world in Ingold’s terms, how can we
explain the dominance of the ideals that deny the dwelling perspective? If we refuse to believe
that culture mediates our interactions with our surroundings then what form of explanation is left
to us? One is that we have created environmental conditions in which we experience ourselves in
ways that Ingold seems to both document and dismiss as legitimate environmental engagements.
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conditions that make sense of them in everyday life. In what follows, I will argue that we cannot
easily dismiss mind/body or nature/culture dualisms, or other deeply rooted cultural
representations, because they are grounded in actual experience of our surroundings.
On Being a High School Student in Kansas
I will begin with Ingold’s concept of enskillment as contrasted with the transmission of
cultural knowledge (enculturation) by asking how the process of attuning our attention to our
environments can be given a form that feels like the transmission of knowledge from the mind of
one generation to the next. I will do so by visiting a small town high school in Kansas where I
worked, primarily, with students who spoke English as a second language.
My work involved moving from classroom to classroom to assist students with tests, note
writing, and communication with their teachers. Over the course of my daily routine in which I
saw dozens of teachers in different classrooms, I was repeatedly surprised by how often the
instructional situation was homologous to the forum situation I had experienced during fieldwork
in the Pacific. Like various environmental experts, many teachers used projection technology to
show videos, play games, explore the web, or teach from PowerPoint.14
In one particular history classroom the teacher lectured freshman from PowerPoint slides
that corresponded to worksheets. The worksheets contained blank spaces that students filled out
from the corresponding slides. The teacher spoke primarily to draw attention to key words, and
highlight important concepts on the slides, often speaking in incomplete sentences that
corresponded with lists of bullet points. At other times he would break into short narrative
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In a particularly poignant moment, I watched as a student art teacher lectured students on
various styles of ceramics by showing images of various pieces. Mere feet away were dozens of
real examples of ceramic art that went unnoticed by both the teacher and students. The image, in
this case, had become preferable to the actual.
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vignettes that illustrated an important term or event. Of primary interest to me was the
coordination of the mode of presentation and the collective embodied acts of re-inscribing terms
from each slide onto worksheets, and other documents, that mirrored the form of the slides. Proof
of knowledge acquisition was measured on quizzes and tests that, with some exceptions such as
occasional essay questions, also mirrored the forms of the worksheets and slides. The form of
instruction caught my attention initially because the filling of worksheets closely mirrored some
aspects of bureaucratic document production.
Ingold (along with Bourdieu) would be correct in bringing our attention to the embodied
dimensions of such learning and to processes of enskillment. There is no pure transmission of
cultural knowledge from the mind of one generation to the minds of the next. However, this
situation approaches very closely the experience of being minds without bodies and the
transmission of knowledge from mind to mind. The mode of instruction I observed in Kansas
(and that is nearly ubiquitous in the U.S. public schools) involved maximum restriction on all
parts of the body except for the hands and head.
If we were to understand ourselves, and these students from Kansas, we could do much
worse than Cartesian metaphors. In general, we have constructed our environments, and
cultivated habitus, that may correspond better to some of the Enlightenment ideas we are so fond
of critiquing than to many of those other metaphors in which we place our aspirations. Students
in Kansas and, I would venture, many of the rest of use learn in relatively unique environments
in which we encounter information and feel ourselves, to a great extent, to be minds with bodies.
Ingold, I argue, is correct in pointing to the limits of this form of enculturation and theories based
on it. His work is, however, limited by ignoring it as an important form through which many, and
many who are politically and economically powerful, experience knowledge and ‘the
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environment.’ In what follows I will attempt to outline conditions for a non-dismissive critique
of global environmental work and the forms of imagination and perception upon which it
depends.
Volumetrics of Environment: Globes, Spheres, and Cubes
In his essay “Globes and Spheres” Ingold (2000) convincingly argues that the logic of
“global environmental change” paradoxically treats the environment (or that which surrounds) as
an opaque surface that can be intervened into because it is external to human perceivers. This
“environment” is that of the map, of the god’s eye view of a spinning blue planet earth. He
contrasts the globe with the figure of the sphere that surrounds. It is the sphere that constitutes
the lifeworld of human dwelling in which the environment “opens out” through intimate and
practical activity. The sphere that enables this dwelling perspective is one of “both transparency
and depth” where “not only can one see into it, but also the more one looks the further one sees”
(Ingold, 200, p. 228). Within the sphere, the dwelt-in-world constantly reveals itself to the
knowledge seeker. Globes, Ingold argues, are opaque. Spheres are transparent and indicative of
the spaces in which we actually live.
Ingold’s critical perspective on the logic of global environments has been an important
corrective to the pervasive belief in the commensurability of scale, that to reach the global one
simply must zoom out from the nano-scale, as cinematic constructs so often show. In fact,
moving from the world in which we dwell to the world viewed as a globe involves a shift in
perceptual register that can be extremely disorienting. Hutchins (1995) has, for example, shown
how navigation in traditional Micronesian sailing requires a different perceptual world than
modern sailing, both in its perspective and its social distribution. Furthermore, even modern
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navigation involves drastic shifts in perception from sighting landmarks to locating them on a
chart that can cause profound disorientation in inexperienced navigators.
While I think that Ingold’s critique is well placed, it is also asymmetrical and tends to
foreclose important analytical possibilities that I wish to explore. That is, while he argues that the
sphere is both a kind of abstraction and an environment in which one dwells, Ingold represents
the globe as only an abstraction without being attentive to the real surroundings in which people
engage the global. For Ingold, the globe is always a surface and never part of a proper
environment that deserves anthropological attention. He thus does not draw out the implications
of the surroundings in which the global is both perceived and used. Therefore, extending
Ingold’s volumetric metaphor, I argue that the global is perceived within the environment, the
surroundings, of the cube.
Cubicle Environments
The cube is the shape from which we have named one of the most common
environmental conditions of late modernity: the cubicle. I mean to also invoke the office, the
office building, the conference room, and the architecture of bureaucracy and business. The cube
is designed to be easily and inexpensively built, to maximize space and, if needed, to be
completely opaque from one side and transparent from the other. These cubicle environments
encompass the globe and do so in two senses. The first is more colloquial. Office buildings,
conference rooms and other cubicle environments can be found all over the earth, networked
together through increasingly efficient information technologies. Cubicle environments, in this
sense, enable a productive play between binaries of open and closed, opaque and transparent,
included and excluded, inside and outside. Communication is restricted and directed. The
division of labor and hierarchical organization of the bureau can, in this way, be reinforced
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architecturally. The binary yes/no of decision-makers at various stages is mirrored in the
open/closed, opaque/transparent binaries of office enclosure.
The second sense is derived from Ingold’s own intervention. The global can only ever be
perceived on the micro-scale, on the human scale, on computer monitors, in movie theaters, in
living rooms, in conference venues, through images and data and, for a select few, through great
distances provided by spacecraft. It is the global earth in space, spinning on your new HDTV.
This is the perceptual space of gathering, of the forum, of coming together to talk, to argue and
negotiate about the god’s eye view that is characteristic of late modern environmental
engagement. Cubicle environments are, thus, both all over the surface of the earth and are the
literal surroundings of the perceived globe. Each of these senses of cubicle environment
corresponds to different but connected modes through which large-scale environments are
perceived and imagined. Where environments adhere to these sorts of conditions, I designate
them “cubicle environments.” The perception and imagination of global environmental change in
general, and the big ocean specifically, make sense within the environment, or the surroundings,
of the cube.
To summarize briefly, while I agree with Ingold’s assessment that the global is conceived
as an opaque surface rather than an environment which surrounds, I believe that an
understanding of large-scale ecological problems requires not an exclusive turn to the dwelling
perspective of the sphere or to an ontology of lines but to the complex connections and
disruptions among cubicle environments in which the global and large-scale are perceived and
imagined. These environments constitute both a separation from that which is imagined and an
exclusion of other competing environments, in this case the world of dwelling or, in Ingold’s
more recent formulation, the weather-world. Separation and exclusion are negative
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characteristics of cubicle environments. Their positive characteristics, through which collective
imagination and perception of large-scale environments happens, tend to be heterotopic (see
chapter 8).
Anthropologies of Imaginations: Mediations of the Outdoors
The surroundings of the cube create the conditions for the perception and imagination of
large-scale environments, including large-scale environmental change and crises. The first of
these is the irreducible problem of relating the presence of (re)presentation in the cube to the
necessary absence of what is (re)presented (i.e. the world outside the cube). Therefore, to
perceive the environment outside the cube is to inescapably participate in technologies of
imagination that relate presence to absence. Both individuals and groups relate presence and
absence through various technologies and techniques (techne) that shape perception of, and
action in the name of, the large-scale environment.
Furthermore, the creation of Large-scale Marine Protected Areas (LSMPAs), and other
projects to intervene at very large scales, creates problems for imagination in other ways. In
addition to taking place within cubicle environments, these are processes that involve
unpredictable futures, or attempts to plan for a future that cannot be anticipated as more of the
past. There are two reasons for this. First, environmental change at all scales presents significant
uncertainties. The future in this sense is difficult or impossible to predict with any precision.
Second, the social and political processes through which these projects take place are also
contingent. As the following chapters will show, the intentions of even the most powerful actors
can be overtaken by unexpected forces. The next problem for imagination (both individual and
collective) is the fact that deep ocean planning deals with vast spaces of remote environments
that cannot be accessed by humans or only partially accessed with great difficulty. Many,
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perhaps most, of the managers of remote LSMPAs have not visited theirs sites. In both their
remoteness in space and in time, large-scale environmental planning is fundamentally
imaginative. These conditions contribute to the need for imagination in and through cubicle
environments, making imagination crucial for understanding global (i.e. large-scale)
environmental problems and solutions.
However, much of the literature in anthropology that references the imagination is not up
to the task of helping us understand how imagination works within these projects. The biggest
problem, from an analytical perspective, is the lack of reflexivity about the use of terms like “the
imaginary” that have become commonly used since Benedict Anderson published Imagined
Communities (Axel, 2003). Many authors do not define what they mean by “the imaginary” or
imagination, following the example of Anderson himself. Unfortunately, these terms have been
used by many authors as a substitute for ideas like culture, ideology, or cultural representations
while at the same time reproducing much of what was found lacking in those terms— e.g. ideas
of holism, stasis, consistency (Strauss, 2006; Sneath, Holbraad, & Pedersen, 2009).15
The literature is also divided on how and where it locates the imagination. Some,
following Anderson and Castoradis, locate the imaginary in the realm of social practices and
representations. Anderson (1991) used imagination, however ambiguously, as part of an attempt
to re-theorize the development of collective representations of the modern nation. Taylor (2002)
drawing heavily on Anderson charts the rise of a “social imaginary” within a Western form of
modernity. The social imaginary, as Goankar notes (2002), is located somewhere between
Bourdieu’s notion of habitus (embodied practices) and theories (explicit doctrines).16
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See Hansen and Stepputat (2001) for one of many examples of the undefined use of imagination.
Strathern et al (2006) has somewhat differently observed that media images can intensify our
perceptions of distant occurrences by appealing to a “mental habitus,” understood in Bourdieu’s terms.
16
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Appadurai (1996) has perhaps developed the most encompassing theory of imagination
from this social perspective in his attempts to understand modernity and globalization. He argues
that imagination as it is practiced within late modernity is comprised of three parts: (1) the
mechanically produced images as found in electronic and other forms of mass media, (2) ideas of
imagined communities, taken from Benedict Anderson, (9) and the imaginary defined as “a
constructed landscape of collective aspirations” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 31) that are the same as
Durkheim’s collective representations refracted through mass media.
Appadurai argues that imagination, while always a component of pre-modern cultures,
has become a social fact within late modernity because of the dual global phenomena of
electronic mass media and increased international migration. He bases his assertion that
imagination has gained this new global salience on three distinctions. First, he argues that
imagination is no longer primarily found in the domain of art, ritual, or myth but is inherent in
the quotidian mental lives of ordinary people. Second, he argues that imagination is not the same
as fantasy, with its connotations of mystification. While many theorists, notably Weber, assumed
that modernity was characterized by demystification and rationalization, we have seen new
forms of religion and other imaginative forms of life emerging. Furthermore, while the notion of
imagination as fantasy carries the sense of a divorce from action, imagination has become a
major staging ground for personal and collective projects. The third distinction is between
personal and collective senses of imagination. Here Appadurai chooses to emphasize collective
imagination over its individual characteristics. In this sense he has more in common with
Anderson, Taylor, and Goankar than authors who emphasize the individual imagination, such as
Crapanzano and Ingold (see below). In fact, his concept of collective imagination is based
directly on Anderson’s imagined community in which people were first able to think of
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themselves as one nation through the medium of print capitalism. Appadurai extends this idea
beyond the nation-state to new international sodalities.
Another group of authors are keen to define imagination as a process (rather than an
object) located in the heads of individuals. Crapanzano (2004) emphasizes an individualized
approach to imaginative processes that makes room for the ambiguity and ambivalence of human
experience. In doing so, he proposes the concept of imaginative horizons. He is “interested in
frontiers as horizons that extend from the insistent reality of the here and now into that optative
space or time-the space-time-of the imaginary” (2004, p. 14). These frontiers are explored
through the trope of the “hinterland” or “the beyond,” which can be articulated but is always
displaced in the process. A dream, for example, is an imaginative experience that when
verbalized is never quite captured. There is thus always a gap, a “between,” that imposes itself at
the edge of imaginative experience and our works of creative expression that cannot be crossed
without a shift in register. In these terms, Crapanzano is keen to draw our attention, like William
James who he quotes at length, to modes of experience that are vague and resistant to
articulation.
Similarly, for Ingold (2000) the imagination is conceived as an “activity” that takes place
in the human mind. Imagination is an activity that is the mental analogue of worldly dwelling
and, thus, can be understood as a cognitive sphere of activity. Imagination, in this sense, is an
engaged reflection on the world that removes a person from immersive engagement with it. As a
kind of mental dwelling, imagination disengages an individual from an experience with the
external world. He is quick to add, however, that imagination is an activity that is always situated
in a context of dwelling in the actual world.17
17

Strauss (2006) is another author who emphasizes the personal dimensions of imagination and critiques
anthropological uses of imagination for not engaging with the other cognitive sciences.
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A third approach is to more explicitly bridge the gap between social and individual forms
of imagination. West (2006) has theorized imagination in the context of biodiversity
conservation in Papua New Guinea. Her work has been particularly important in thinking about
how conservationists incorrectly imagine local peoples and their relationships with the
environment.18 She has been articulate in opposing the more objective notion of imaginary and
the more personal and processual concept of imagination. In her distinction, West characterizes
the imaginary as involving collective action and as being aligned with dominant political powers:
The imaginary is a set of collective ideas and aspirations that are tied to intentionality or
intentional action. They hold shared hegemonic ideologies and representations that have
become like common sense and are transported and reproduced by media, stories visual
images, and the like. Agents with power strive toward fulfilling them or creating them,
making them come true. … States, organizations, and social groups work toward the
fulfillment of their shared image of the future, a future that exists in the imaginary. …
The imaginary, the collective vision of a group that may well have been generated by the
imagination at some point, is a historical artifact that merges the individual processes of
imagining with the image-making ability of politics and history. An imaginary can be
acted on without face-to-face contact between the people who have come to share it.
Space, place, nature, and culture can be produced from this imaginary contingent upon
individual action as it is directed by the desires of a collectivity or by the desires of a few
with extreme power. (West, 2006, p. 150)
On the other hand, imagination is defined as: “…an individual process that may or may not lead
to individual or collective actions that produce a product of some sort, and that may or may not
contribute to the social imaginary” (West, 2006, p. 150). In essence, it is collectivity and
dominance that defines the imaginary and consciousness, an individual characteristic, that
defines imagination. However, although West writes that culture (along with space, place and
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There is a small but growing body of literature that has taken this problem up under the term
“virtualism,” or the process of re-making a place according to how one imagines in should be (see West
& Carrier, 2004). Although this work is interesting for highlighting the role of imagination in cultural and
environmental change, it is haunted by the specter of a simple concept of “the real,” which is often
associated with local peoples or sometimes even ethnographic representations of them.
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nature) can be produced from the imaginary, her formulation of the imaginary seems
indistinguishable from many formulations of culture (or ideology) within anthropology.
Collective Technologies of the Imagination
In their introduction to a special issue of Ethnos, dedicated to “technologies of the
imagination,” Sneath et al. (2009) recognize imagination as a faculty of consciousness but reject
the mentalist view that imagination is only a phenomenon of the individual mind. Instead they
argue that there are external spaces relating people to each other and to things in which the
imagination operates. This group of authors re-theorize the imagination by focusing on
underdetermined “imaginative effects” that are produced by various “technologies.” Technology
is viewed in broad social terms as “the way people do things” (Sneath et al., 2009, p. 16) or as
“systems of efficacious knowledge which, although they may involve artifacts, cannot be
reduced to them” (Sneath et al., 2009, p. 16). There are two additional perspectives from which
technology is understood. The first is an ethnographically specific, and colloquial, sense in which
technology is understood in terms of open source software in Europe (Leach, Nafus, & Krieger,
2009) electric light bulbs in Mongolia (Sneath, 2009) or numerical systems in China (Stafford,
2009). The second sense is theoretical and suggests processes by which imaginative effects are
engendered. In this way the authors hope to avoid the common pitfall of approaching the
imagination, or imaginary, as a whole or as a contiguous horizon of meaning.
The important point here is that while imaginative effects are the results of definite
processes, they are also underdetermined. In these terms, they argue, imagination is neither
merely symbolic (akin to cultural meanings) nor iconic (as in psychological representations) but
more like an indexical sign that points to its effect, with the caveat that this indexicality is
paradoxical because the effect is characterized by surprise. Thus, a broad distinction is made
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between processes that lead to controlled outcomes (we can think here about the ultimate goal of
bureaucracy) and those that do not. The latter are imaginative.
The benefits of this approach, as noted by the authors, is that it looks at imagination
empirically and avoids constructing imagination in ways that have troubled other scholars. They
do not theorize imagination as a culture substitute (i.e. as holistic), as instrumental (i.e.
functionalist), or as only a means of creation. Instead, the imagination is rendered empirically
observable by focusing on the techno-social processes by which imaginative effects are brought
about. In doing so they acknowledge the multifarious means through which imaginative effects
can be engendered.
While this approach shares a focus on technology with scholars such as Appadurai and
Anderson, it makes no assumptions about the imaginative results of people’s interactions with
these technologies (e.g. that it will result in a community of shared meanings). The various forms
of imaginative possibility that may arise is a matter for ethnographic inquiry. Thus, while most
other anthropological engagements with the imagination, or imaginary, view it as a backdrop to
peoples’ attitudes and actions, technologies of the imagination begin with processes that results
in often surprising imaginative effects.
Keith Murphy (2004; 2005) has taken a different approach to collective forms of
imagination. He has convincingly illustrated from ethnographic material how imagination can be
collaborative, meaning that it unfolds among actors that are socially and technologically
embedded. He draws on close analyses of the uses of interaction among architects to show how
imaginative design unfolds in the social and material environment of the architectural office. He
argues that architects intentionally use speech, gesture and artifact as if they were something
else. For example, a hand gesture might be spoken of as if it were a sliding door. This form of
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imaginative work he calls perception in the hypothetical mode. Murphy argues in this way that
imagination can be a way of perceiving that which is not present.
For all of the theoretical and methodological crafting of a new perspectives on
imagination among these authors, it seems that a common ingredient of what distinguishes the
imagination is a sense of play between presence and absence. This parallels the Kantian view of
imagination that is “defined as the ability to bring to mind that which is not entirely present to
the senses…” (Sneath et al., 2009, p. 11). For example, the imaginaries of migrants from GuineaBissau to Europe hinge in part on social presence (meeting social obligations through
remittances, for example) and physical absence (Vigh, 2009). Open source programming is
spoken of as imaginary not simply because its effects are indeterminate but because they are
directed toward possibilities for human progress, that is, a future that is not present (Leach et al.,
2009). Architects may use hand gestures to indicate part of a building that does not yet exist
(Murphy, 2005). In the case of the architects, the final building form is absent (in fact, nonexistent) while their speech, gestures, and artifacts are present.
Imagination in Cubicle Environments
The ubiquity of cubicle environments in many parts of the world, including the U.S.,
make them a nearly unnoticed background to daily perception of the future and far away. In
contrast, transitions from a Samoan or Cook Islands village to a conference room (i.e. from the
world of spherical dwelling to a god’s eye view of the cube) can be considerably more
disorienting. This is similar to the experience of novice navigators on ocean-going ships who
must quickly transition from sightings of landmarks to plotting coordinates on navigational
charts (Hutchins, 1995). Unlike the spherical world of dwelling in which one’s surroundings
open out as one moves through them, cubicle environments imbricate and wander through any
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number of places and times. That is, to use Foucault’s term, cubicle environments through which
we perceive and imagine the global can be heterotopic (see chapter 8).
The Screen
Beginning with the micro-scale, the projection screen is a major visual focal point of
many cubicle environments. Given proper lighting conditions, including the control of ambient
light, projection can make it more difficult to focus visual attention in other directions. A cinema
is not only one of the best examples of this sort of phenomenal control but also one technology
through which heterotopias can be constructed (Foucault, 1986), meaning that they allow the
representation of innumerable three dimensional spaces on one two dimensional screen.
Ingold (2011) more recently critiqued the ubiquity of the screen as accomplishing
something other than its pretension to representation. He writes:
What this science is telling us in conference rooms around the world – furnished with
exactly the same equipment of projection, with blinds drawn to cut out the light, and
populated by globetrotting international experts – is that if you thought the environment
was as you found it when you took your stroll out of doors, you were wrong, or at least
childishly naïve. (2011, p. 95)
For Ingold, this indoor space is dead while life is found through movement out-of-doors. From
this perspective, the projected environment is mistaken for the real environment outside, even as
experts project videos of whales or polar bears.
I suspect, however, that his argument is one that many conservation professionals, some
of the same “international experts” that inhabit conference rooms, would happily endorse. They
would, I believe, take the point as trivial that the real “environment” that we are all concerned
about is outside the actual conference rooms. The question is, from an ethnographic perspective
that Ingold does not share with regard to environmental experts, how does the environment of the
conference room, as a confluence of discursive and material characteristics, help (re)produce the
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sense of an environment beyond? To put the question in alternative terms that pays due respect to
Ingold’s project, through what means does the cubicle situation give rise to a sense of the
environment and associated ideas that calls forth his necessary, albeit incomplete, intervention?
I begin with the screen, a term that evokes the notion of a surface for projection and a
device for covering over, and brings to mind Kenneth Burke’s definition of “terministic screens”
as symbols that both reflect and deflect reality (Burke, 1966). To be useful as such, the screen
must be able to reflect focused rays of lighted back onto an audience that perceives them as
images. Competing reality, the ambient light of the conference room, must be deflected so that
attention can be focused on what appears to be direct representations of reality beyond the room
itself. This process can be thought of as one dimension of an environmental zero order, a
material analogue to Burke’s terministic screens, that constitutes the conference milieu. This is
most clearly the case with conference presentations (as opposed to other uses of the screen such
as negotiation) that also depend on foregrounding the voice of an expert, a political leader, or an
organizational director— that further directs attentions away from the conditions of perception
and toward a feeling of reality just outside the constrained forum context.
The focus on the screen also calls to mind analogous forms of work in other professions.
Dominic Boyer (2013) has argued that journalism is increasingly characterized by screen work,
or attention to complex ecologies and flows of information. A similar trend is occurring in the
world of nature conservation, where the image of the naturalist moving between wilderness and
writing desk has been replaced by whirlwind tours of conference rooms, offices, cubicles, coffee
shops, airports and (perhaps) the occasional work-related visit outdoors— all of which is
mediated by screenwork of one type or another. My mentors and colleagues in conservation
characterized most of their work as “desk conservation,” meaning that most of what they did on
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a daily basis consisted of information and document management. To make a career out of nature
conservation, it seems that most must leave nature and sit at a desk. This form of work can take
its toll on individuals who choose nature conservation because they love the outdoors. One
colleague from Conservation International suddenly left his job to sail across the Pacific on a
traditional sailing canoe (vaka). He needed to reconnect, he said, with the ocean.
As one kind of screenwork, projection can help structure imaginative imaginative
activity. This became clear at a Deep Sea Minerals (DSM) mining stakeholder workshop held on
Rarotonga in the Cook Islands. In the room pictured below, a government representative
proceeded to play an animated simulation of seabed mining. While his intention was to
demonstrate the effectiveness, sophistication, and relative safety of the technology, the
unrealistic scale of the animation undermined his message.
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The Screen as Imaginative Technology: An Ethnographic Example
In the Cook Islands, where the government both declared the largest marine park in the
world and was the first country to draft deep sea mining legislation, the large-scale ocean has
become an important object of collective concern. In what follows, I will analyze acts of
collective imagination as responses to the complex entanglements of presence and absence that
characterize cubicle environments and the representations they produce.
On April 11, 2012, the government of the Cook Islands and the Secretariat of the Pacific
Community held a public workshop about potential deep sea mining in the Cook Islands. The
event was attended by government representatives, members of NGOs, Maori leaders, and
interested members of the public. Many of the attendees were also heavily involved in the
process of creating the Cook Islands Marine Park, which the government claimed would not
hinder seabed mining but rather add value to it by making it more sustainable. In general, seabed
mining was seen, even by local conservationists, as a potentially important means of diversifying
the national economy. There was, however, a great deal of concern about the transparency of
mining operations. Some believed that the marine park would make mining less politically
opaque.
Near the end of the workshop, one of the government officials presented an animated
video that illustrated how seabed mining might work. The video depicted a roving submersible
that collected manganese nodules from the seafloor. While it was intended to show the
sophistication and relative safety of an activity that has yet to be undertaken, it also represented a
large sediment plume. After the video ended, a conversation unfolded that demonstrates how
perception in the hypothetical mode can work as a way of negotiating the presence of
representation and the absence of actual ocean activities in space and time:
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Government Official 1: ...Hopefully you found that informative. That [video] was given
to the Cook Islands delegation that was in Korea to show to our communities in the Cook
islands as an example of the kind of technology that's going to be coming to extract
it...the water that's taken in the mixture of slurry, that's taken to the surface [and] is
dewatered, dried, and the powder comes out, or however, and the water is returned,
filtered and returned to depth so that plume effect is not likely to occur because there
won't be any dewatering in the water column. That's the latest technology.
Participant 1: Watching the dredging process, I was horrified, absolutely horrified,
because you can see the plumes of sediment coming up. Going back to what [the other
participant] was talking about...you know the moment we go in ... and not that I'm for it
in the first place but if you're going to go, at least do it with the least damage. But they
want to dredge...my god...
Official 2: ...But I think you've got to appreciate the scale. It's 5 km in depth and I'm not
sure the plume from dragging would be as big as what appears on the screen there so...
Participant 2: Well, a presentation at a seabed mining conference in 2010 in Belfast said
it would be 25 meters wide... so that will be a big plume.
Participant 3: Mind you, Mr. Chairman, that that is purely an electronically generated
image, just like a cartoon, and I don't know if there's any science involved in determining
the level of detritus that would be dissipated in the water, but I imagine that it would be
similar to material that is issued forth from factories in land-based mining that would
dissipate in the air and would create clouds in the air that could impede the breathing
process of whatever life forms live in the air.
Official 2: But it's not in the air it's in the water.
Participant 3: Yes, but I'm just making an analogy between waste that is spread in the
air which creates pollution ... The same sort of pollution would be created in the sea
which would never have known that type of pollution. No one has disturbed the base of
the ocean …
Official 1 [interrupts]: That's not the point. So, you're making an assumption, but you
haven't been shown that...
Participant 3 [interrupts]: The film is an assumption! ... Was there any monitoring of
the plume that would result from such activity? Did you take films of it? Did you do
anything?
Official 2: This hasn't happened yet. This is KORDI [Korean research organization]
doing their own research.
Participant 3: But that machine, did it have eyes on it when it went down below? Did it
have a camera on board so it saw what it was doing?
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Participant 4: What I see is they are picking up the nodules and cleaning them down
there and then bringing up the clean ones, right?
Official 1: No, it looked like it was ground up into like a watery mud and then shot to the
surface and dewatered up there because they actually want all of the mud because there
could be some of these rare earth metals so there's probably a good [reason] for them not
to clean them at the bottom but to shoot it up which is what we've been shown as the
current plan to dewater it at the surface and then send the water back down but this is just
what we've be informed by Nautilus [mining company] and we're keeping an eye on them
because we're finding out from this project what's happening in PNG, what's happening
in Tonga, and that's how we keep informed about how these companies are doing it and if
they're living up to the EIA [Environmental Impact Assessment].
While this exchange is agonistic, it is clear that both participants and government
presenters were engaged in collectively imagining what seabed mining might be in remote and
inaccessible ocean spaces. The video was explicitly acknowledged to be a computer generated
fiction yet was also treated as a real instance of seabed mining. In these acts of perception in the
hypothetical mode, the opacity of the deep sea and the concealments and revelations of other
organizations (e.g. KORDI and Nautilus) were sometimes conflated. There is good reason for
this. What is presented as a global surface, the seabed, is a representation generated within the
concealed cubicle environments of other institutions. To imagine the seabed in this way is at
once to be affected by spaces that are off limits and that usually can only be accessed through
imaginative acts that work on either leaked or intentionally directed representations. In this case,
participants where imagining potential seabed mining projects and possible effects on economies
as well as current and future generations. Furthermore, in coming together in this way to discuss
potential seabed mining, participants were already within the temporalities of larger regional and
national projects to establish legal and regulatory infrastructure for potential mining projects.
Cubical Environments and Technologies of the Imagination

75

It would be easy to think that representational functions are the most important dimension
of the projective technologies used in cubicle environments. However, images of a hydrothermal
vent on the seafloor or even an animation of seabed mining that hasn’t taken place yet are not
related to the actual seabed as a signifier is related to signified, nor are these images simply
iconic. Instead, they occur within webs of activity that extend far beyond the cubical
environment of presentation. The animation of seabed mining that became the focus of
discussion in the Cook Islands was a complex event that had real connections to the actual
seabed through scientific research. It also came about within webs of technologies, artistic vision
and license, perhaps business and political objectives, and many other influences. These images,
and others like them, are not representations as much as re-presentations, or products of activities
that already occurred in other places. Part of the work of imagination is both the perception of
these images as if they were simple representations (rather than the outcome of complex webs of
activity) and speculation about the conditions under which representations were produced. Both
of these activities can be seen in the discussion of deep seabed mining in the Cook Islands.
Perception in the hypothetical mode depends on the use of these webs of influence for
collective troping (see chapter 3), for example, the use of images, gestures, objects, or language
as if they were something else (metaphor), as a reduction of reality to an image or data point
(metonymy), the use of a part to represent a whole (synecdoche), or even the use of a particular
image to reflect on the circumstances of the image’s creation (irony) as participants did with the
seabed mining animation. Collective imagination, then, is not simply the result of participants
mistaking images for real environments. They know that the environment of which they speak is,
in fact, not literally present. Rather, perception in the hypothetical mode is a cultural elaboration
that allows groups of people to think of, and act on, the future and the far away without having to
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understand all of the complex linkages between the immediacy of their own lives and that which
is beyond the possibilities of organismic perception. In this sense, perception in the hypothetical
mode is a kind of substitution of sympathetic magic for contagious magic (Frazer, 1940). That is,
the imaginative work in the forum does have real effects on the world but may do so through
links of contagion, of a one-time connection, rather than through an imitative correspondence of
environmental images and the environments they represent. Understanding the relationships
between networks of influence (or, technologies of the imagination) and perception in the
hypothetical mode is a primary objective of an environmental anthropology of the global indoors.
As a means toward that end, I will finish with a meditative prompt from Kenneth Burke
on the relationship between our symbol systems and the lines along which we live our individual
lives.
But can we bring ourselves to realize … how overwhelmingly much of what we
mean by “reality” has been built up for us through nothing but our symbol
systems? Take away our books, and what little do we know about history,
biography, even something so “down to earth” as the relative position of seas and
continents? What is our “reality” for today (beyond the paper-thin line of our own
particular lives) but all this clutter of symbols about the past combined with
whatever things we know mainly through maps, magazines, newspapers, and the
like about the present? ... To meditate on this fact until one sees its full
implications is much like peering over the edge of things into an ultimate abyss.
Kenneth Burke, 1966
Language as Symbolic Action
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Chapter 3: Making Pacific Ocean Space
1.
The Forum gives grounds for metaphor; it brings together that which is usually held
separate.
The Greek metaphora suggests a transfer, a carrying over from one to an other.
Trope, from the Greek tropos, evokes a turn, a change of course, a different tack.
2.

Over three days, between January 29 and February 2, 2007, more than a hundred
community and traditional leaders, marine conservation practitioners, and marine area managers
from all over Oceania met for Our Sea of Islands: A Regional Forum for Oceania on Marine
Managed Areas and World Heritage in Honolulu, Hawai’i. The forum was the first event in over
a decade in which participants from across the Pacific region could meet to specifically discuss
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and Marine Managed Areas (MMAs). The event was co-chaired
by UNESCO’s World Heritage Center and the Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument,
at the time the largest fully protected marine area and the newest in the Pacific region. It was cosponsored by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the US
Department of the Interior, and the UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s
(UNESCO) World Heritage Program. Regional and international organizations and agencies
were also involved, including Conservation International, IUCN, the Secretariat of the Pacific
Regional Environment Program (SPREP), and the University of Hawai’i. The stated objective of
the event was to “build local and regional pride across Oceania while enhancing natural and
cultural heritage through information sharing, relationship building, and adaptive use of
management tools regarding marine managed areas” (UNESCO, 2007, p. 8).
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The conference was discursively located within a complex of shared cultural history and
the connectivity of marine space:
The islands of Oceania are connected by common history, culture and ancestry.
Indigenous Oceanic cultures and traditions, and their connectivity to natural resources,
have evolved over many generations. These cultures have a proud history of distant ocean
navigators and way finders that utilized the wind, sea and stars to maintain regional
connections over centuries. These cultures also have a rich heritage in natural resource
stewardship, management practices and knowledge. The similarities and connections
between these islands make it important to renew these ties between all Oceania, north to
south and east to west and across national jurisdictions to share lessons learned,
challenges and opportunities. (UNESCO, 2007, p. 3)
Much of the rest of the Communiqué speaks about the vastness of the Pacific Ocean, and its rich
biological and cultural diversity. It also emphasizes the region’s unity that comes through the
physical substance of the ocean and the histories of interaction that it has facilitated. The ocean
is, it is claimed, what sustains the people of Oceania in both a physical, cultural, and political
sense, and this makes the sustainability of the ocean of special importance for Pacific Islanders.
3.
Hayden White (1978) has argued that discourse, as a product of our conscious attempts to
understand phenomena by making the unfamiliar familiar and the unknown known, is
fundamentally anchored in trope. To understand how trope works in guiding discursive
formation he draws upon Kenneth Burke’s essay “Four Master Tropes” (Burke, 1969a). Burke
was interested in master tropes (metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony) not primarily for
their figurative uses but for their “role in the discovery and description of ‘the truth’” (Burke,
1969a, p. 503). He argues that these tropes have literal counterparts to their more well known
figurative uses. Furthermore, each tropic function “‘shades into’ the other, and by exploiting the
possibilities of any one, all others can be derived” (Burke, 1969a, p. 503).
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For metaphor he makes the “realistic” substitution perspective. Metaphor is a means of
understanding something from the perspective of something else, of bringing out “the thisness of
a that, of a thatness of a this” (Burke, 1969a, p. 503). Burke argues that the incongruity of
metaphorical perspective is at work even in the most realistic scientific prose, a view that has
also been argue by McCloskey (1998) in the field of economics. Metaphor is operative, for
example, when human motivation is explained from the perspective of neurochemistry or from
the perspective of unconscious drives. Metaphor shades into metonymy, however, when some
thing A, understood from the perspective of B, becomes A reduced to the terms of B. Metonymic
reduction also tends to convey something intangible in terms of something tangible. For
example, we tend to express our thoughts about feelings (emotions) in terms of motions, in terms
of being moved. But a reduction is also a representation, just as a map of the United States is
both a reduction of the reality of the United States (metonymy) and a representation of it
(synecdoche). Hence, according to Burke, metonymy can be thought of as a specialized form of
synecdoche. Whereas synecdoche is bidirectional (substituting quality for quantity and quantity
for quality) metonymy is unidirectional (substituting quantity for quality). One of the most
powerful forms of synecdoche, Burke argues, is the substitution of microcosm for macrocosm
(or macrocosm for microcosm).
Irony is a bit more difficult to understand but makes more sense once it is realized that all
of the master tropes are open to multiple relationships. Not only is a metaphor relatively
underdetermined (e.g. we may try to find ourselves, but we may also lose ourselves, create
ourselves, etc.) but from any one metaphor many metonyms can be derived, and synecdoches.
“Irony arises,” Burke writes, “when one tries, by the interaction of terms upon one another, to
produce a development which uses all the terms” (Burke, 1969a, p. 512). Irony, and its realist
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substitution dialectic, produce a “perspective of perspectives” by allowing each term to reflect
upon the inadequacies of the others and in doing so produce a new synthesis.
White (1978) has extended Burke’s thinking about trope to the formation of discourse.
He thinks of troping as a process of expressing the way a notion is related to another notion in
such a way that it could always be expressed differently. Thus defined, troping is considered to
be the spirit of discourse, where discourse is thought of as a genre in which one tries to earn the
right of expression found through trope. As a basis for discourse, trope expresses differently than
what is “normally” expected by bringing together notions that are not usually associated. It is
through the work of trope that discourse is able to form the ground upon which facts are
constituted as such. In doing its work discourse moves among conventional codings of reality,
intransigent phenomena that do not fit easily into existing notions of reality, and alternative ways
of encoding reality. White argues that discourse is mediative in the sense that it is both
interpretive and preinterpretive, meaning it provides its own grounds for interpretation through
the work of trope.
This model of discourse formation is also a model of how we become conscious of a
given area of experience by rendering a field of phenomena that demands understanding
comprehensible through analogy with already understood domains of experience. The formation
of discourse is premised on the ability of trope to render the unfamiliar familiar. According to
White, discourses, especially those that constitute professional knowledge about the expansion of
consciousness, develop through the modalities that Kenneth Burke identified as master tropes.
The formation of discourse (or becoming conscious of a new domain of reality through
language) can proceed when:
The narrative “I” of the discourse move[s] from an original metaphorical
characterization of a domain of experience, through metonymic deconstructions
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of its elements, to synecdochic representations of the relations between its
superficial attributes and its presumed essence, to, finally, a representation of
whatever contrasts or oppositions can legitimately be discerned in the totalities
identified in the third phase of discursive representation. (White, 1978, p. 5).
This last phase, in which one reflects on the shortcomings of representation is an ironic function
of discourse itself, and is thus not in the first instance logically grounded according to White. It
is through this sense of reflexivity that the failures of discourse to adequately encode reality can
be acutely felt.
4.
In his book the Social Construction of the Ocean (2001), Philip Steinberg outlines the
historical development of various constructions of ocean-space and the emergence of the current
international ocean regime. According to Steinberg these constructions consists of three
interdependent processes: uses (or the spatiality of the dominant political economy), regulations
(or control over territory), and representations (or discourses). Ocean-space constructions, in
turn, depend on and influence both nature and the material organization of society.
He considers three ideal type constructions in three historical regions that help frame
modern developments. In doing so, he challenges simple characterizations of ocean space as
either free (Grotius’s system of mare liberum) or enclosed (Selden’s system of mare clausum).
The first ideal type is the Indian Ocean (circa 500 B.C. - A.D. 1500). He argues that the ocean,
especially the deep sea, did not play a major role in Indian Ocean social systems for which long
distance trade remained marginal. While the sea was viewed as a source of imported goods, the
space of the ocean itself was perceived as separate from society. This resulted in an approach to
sea-space as something to be annihilated, meaning that it was not viewed as a territory but as a
distance to be traversed as efficiently as possible. As a non-territory, ocean-space was beyond the
reach of state power. When state power was exercised it was to ensure that ocean-space remained
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free for transit. The ocean was, thus, represented as an asocial other, a space outside society, that
enabled the transport of goods for those brave enough traverse its dangerous surface.
Steinberg refers to the second type as “Micronesian,” which, in contrast to the Indian
Ocean construction, conceives the ocean as a land-like territory. From this perspective the ocean
is not an empty space of transit but a space of connection that is full of distinct places. Beyond
the horizon, the ocean is full of islands, fishing grounds, seamounts, reefs, and other topological
features. Because the ocean is a collection of distinct places that provide resources, navigators
are held in high esteem, in stark contrast with the Indian Ocean construction in which sailors
were socially marginal. While access to ocean-space could not be restricted by force, the special
knowledge of ocean routes and features required to be a navigator was controlled through
inheritance. The Pacific was territorialized, according to Steinberg, through controlled access to
maritime knowledge and practice.
A third type is “the Mediterranean,” which is characterized as falling somewhere between
the Indian Ocean and Micronesian ideal types. Under the power of Rome, which drew on the
examples of previous sea powers, the Mediterranean was seen as a placeless surface that
belonged to no one but was nevertheless a legitimate surface upon which to express force and
aggression. In this sense the Roman view of the Mediterranean was neither a collection of
distinct places that could be claimed (the Micronesian type) nor of an extra-social space beyond
the reach of state power (the Indian Ocean type).
Steinberg distinguishes between two Roman concepts to help us understand this
ambivalent position. He argues that Romans claimed imperium in the Mediterranean, meaning
the right to command, and not dominium, or the power to own or use as property. He goes on to
explain:
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The Romans constructed the Mediterranean as a space within their sphere of
influence, but they never deigned actually to claim it as the territory of the state.
Indeed, they emphasized this distinction by governing the sea according to jus
gentium (common law, or the law of the peoples) as opposed to Roman civil law,
which applied only in the land-space of the empire. (2001, p. 65).
However, Rome also claimed the status of regional hegemon, along with the associated legal
doctrine of stewardship over sea-space. Thus, while the Mediterranean was primarily a space for
the movement of goods and soldiers, it was also as a space for eliminating oppositional forces
and pirates.
Steinberg uses these three pre-modern constructions of ocean-space to make sense of
ocean-space within what he distinguishes as mercantilist, industrial, and postmodern modes of
capitalism. He characterizes mercantilist capitalism as a transitional phase between pre-modern
and industrial capitalist constructions of ocean-space that can be broadly defined by the
overarching goal of states to accumulate precious metals within the state territory through the
associated strategies of minimizing imports and maximizing exports. Overseas territories were
claimed, expanded, and maintained with these goals and strategies in mind. Mercantilist policy,
thus, revolved around the control of trade. Because trade was primarily a marine concern,
mercantilism tended to focus on the exercise of power at sea in contrast with industrial capital,
which focused on increasing the productivity of labor and capital. Steinberg characterizes
mercantilism as “channeled circulation,” in which:
Individual places did not have the significance they were to develop in later years
as production sites, consumption sites, or colonial areas to be dominated. Because
there were few opportunities for profitable investment either in spatially fixed
production sites or in the active of trade itself, the mercantilist system of
circulation that emerged was very different from the flexible ‘free trade’
advocated at the end of the era by classical economists. Rather, the mercantilist
economy was based upon classed, channeled paths of circulation. (Steinberg,
2001, p. 73)
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It was in pursuit of strategically controlled trade within closed circuits that social power was
exercised in ocean-space.
This construction of ocean-space was influenced by the older Mediterranean outlook,
which persisted through the Middle Ages and incorporated the Roman-era concept of imperium,
in which states practiced stewardship in ocean spaces adjacent to territories. Ocean-space was a
domain in which to project power as a way of controlling trade. In contrast, ocean-space in
Renaissance-era northern Europe exhibited a high degree of territoriality. This is attributed by
Steinberg to both the presence of bountiful fishing grounds and harsh weather. Hence, “northern
European households, feudal estates, and states carefully extended their domains to small patches
of well-charted, intensively exploited, adjacent maritime regions” (Steinberg, 2001, p. 77). Each
of these attitudes, from the north and south, influenced the construction of ocean-space in the
mercantilist era.
Over much of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries overseas trade was dominated by
Spain and Portugal. However, the rise of Dutch and English sea power in the mid-sixteenth
century demanded modifications to previous conceptualizations of ocean-space. In 1608, Dutch
jurist Hugo Grotius initiated an international debate the outcome of which has influenced much
of contemporary international law. Grotius challenged Portuguese claims to control ocean-space
in parts of Asia. In part, he argued that the seas had historically been free for use by all peoples.
The freedom of the seas (mare liberum) was based both on the vastness of the ocean and the
inexhaustibility of its resources (primarily fish), which made its possession by any one country
impossible. Accordingly, the authority to control the seas belonged to the community of nations.
In response, Seraphim de Freitas of Portugal argued that while the sea was the common property
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of all, navigation was not a natural right. Instead, particular sovereigns had the right to police
portions of the seas, which included control of designated navigation routes.
A third legal scholar, John Selden, argued for the English perspective that was based on
northern European constructions of ocean-space. Selden argued that sovereigns could exercise
territorial rights over sea-space adjacent to their territory. However, he also argued that these
rights should not hinder navigation and wrote little about rights in the deep sea. In this way,
Selden constructed an argument for the freedom of the deep sea (mare liberum) and the
territorial closure (mare clausum) of regional provincial seas. Implicitly, the deep sea was a
space where nations could compete freely as long as navigation was not obstructed.
Steinberg argues that all three authors proposed modifications of the Mediterranean
system in which stewardship was exercised by a community of nations:
For all three authors, the sea is, at the most abstract level, a potential space of
exclusion. However, claims to exclusive use or possession must be tempered
because the ocean cannot be policed adequately and/or use of its non-exhaustible
resources is guaranteed for all by natural law. Beyond this consensus, each author
envisions a different stewardship mechanism by which universal access and use
rights are guaranteed in the space of the deep sea. (Steinberg, 2001, p. 97)
While for the remainder of the mercantilist era nations practiced policies most closely
resembling those advocated by Freitas, in which individual sovereigns controlled particular trade
routes, an eventual consensus came to reflect the Grotian mare liberum in the deep sea and the
Seldenian mare clausum in coastal waters.
Steinberg argues that the rise of industrial capitalism accompanied a reorganization of
ocean-space constructions that can be thought of in terms of the non-modern ideal-types
summarized above. The reorganization, intensification, and deskilling of industrial labor
characteristic of industrial capital mainly occurred though investment in discreet places. Most of
ocean-space was both important as a resource of connection and beyond the scope of place-based
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development. As a result, ocean-space beyond coastal zones came to be thought of as empty
space external to society, similar to the great void ideal of the Indian Ocean type. However,
because the sea also provided important resources that required stewardship, limited dimensions
of the Mediterranean model were also present, including the Grotian notion that ocean
stewardship should be accomplished through the community of nations rather than by individual
states. These regulatory ideals were in conflict with constructions of the ocean as a friction free
void, which meant that regulation tended to be weak in practice. In contrast, coastal waters
tended toward the Micronesian model as extensions of land-space. This general situation was
codified in international law in a process that began immediately after the World War II and
extended well into the 1990s.
During the post-war years industrial uses of the ocean multiplied and intensified.
Disputes between nations over offshore oil drilling escalated as a result of technological
innovations that began to break down the clear distinction between land-like coastal territory
(usually limited to three miles) and the spatial void beyond. In response, individual nations began
to make unilateral claims over areas beyond traditionally recognized territorial waters. In
September 1945, US President Harry Truman issued two proclamations that extended US
authority beyond its territorial waters. Several other countries responded with similar claims to
resource rights extending, in one case, to 200 nautical miles.
Amidst these efforts to extend rights beyond territorial waters, the UN convened the First
United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS I) in 1958 in Geneva. While
UNCLOS I failed to reach consensus about the extent of the territorial sea, it did codify two
important principles that characterized ocean-space under industrial capitalism. The first was the
great void principle that defined the high seas as a space open to all nations beyond territorial

87

seas or internal waters of the state. The second is the land extension principle that codified the
notion that state territory extends beyond the land and internal waters of a state to a zone of
coastal territorial sea. In addition, states were given the right to establish a contiguous zone of up
to 12 nautical miles with more limited rights. However, the treaties that resulted failed to define
the extent of the territorial sea or the scope of state’s rights to resources in the high seas. The UN
convened UNCLOS II in 1960 to specifically resolve the issue of territorial waters. However,
neither of the major proposals, by the U.S. and Soviet Union, received enough votes to resolve
the matter.
The UN reconsidered the law of the sea in 1967. This time, the major concern was not
enclosure of the high seas but new technological developments that seemed to make the deep
seabed mining of polymetallic nodules possible. On November 1, 1967, Arvid Pardo, Malta’s
ambassador to the United Nations, addressed the UN General Assembly with his grave concerns
for the future of the seabed and international security. He focused on potential plans by strong
militarized states to build nuclear weapons facilities on the seabed, what he perceived as the
imminent expansion of seabed mining beyond the continental shelf, and nuclear waste dumping
and pollution. While he argued that the militarization of the seabed was unacceptable, seabed
mining and advanced fishing methods raised concerns mainly because only a few countries were
poised to benefit. With no limit on where a country could exploit resources, these developments
could lead to a more unjust global distribution of wealth. In his statement, Pardo placed the
international status of the seabed at the heart of international justice and survival:
Some countries may therefore be tempted to use their technical competence to achieve
near unbreakable world dominance through predominant control over the sea-bed and the
ocean floor. This, even more than the search for wealth, will impel countries with the
requisite technical competence competitively to extend their jurisdiction over selected
areas of the ocean floor. The process has already started and will lead to a competitive
scramble for sovereign rights over the land underlying the world's seas and oceans,

88

surpassing in magnitude and in its implications last century's colonial scramble for
territory in Asia and Africa. The consequences will be very grave: at the very least a
dramatic escalation of the arms race and sharply increasing world tensions, caused also
by the intolerable injustice that would reserve the plurality of the world's resources for
the exclusive benefit of less than a handful of nations. The strong would get stronger, the
rich richer, and among the rich themselves there would arise an increasing and
insuperable differentiation between two or three and the remainder. Between the very few
dominant Powers, suspicions and tensions would reach unprecedented levels. Traditional
activities on the high seas would be curtailed and, at the same time, the world would face
the growing danger of permanent damage to the marine environment through radio-active
and other pollution: this is a virtually inevitable consequence of the present situation.
(UN General Assembly, 1967)
Importantly, the General Assembly’s Committee on the Peaceful Uses of the Seabed and the
Ocean Floor Beyond the Limits of National Jurisdiction came to the conclusion that issues
involving the seabed could not be resolved without addressing the ocean holistically, meaning
that all major issues of ocean law and use needed to be addressed in an integrated fashion.
UNCLOS III first met in 1973 to consider these interrelated issues.
While many hailed the Convention as transformative, Steinberg argues that it can also be
interpreted as an elaborate codification of the ocean-space constructions inherent in industrial
capital. He also argues that what he calls postmodern capitalism is not radically different from
industrial capitalism but rather is characterized by intensifications of it multifaceted construction
of ocean-space. New transportation technologies and increased global demand have led to an
intensification of the industrial tendency to annihilate ocean-space (the Indian Ocean “great
void”) through an emphasis on movement and speed. The Micronesian ideal of the ocean as
land-like territory, facilitated by the codification of exclusive economic zones, has resulted in an
increased tendency to also develop ocean resources such as fisheries, place-based tourism, and
mining. Finally, the Mediterranean concept of stewardship is expressed in calls for integrated
management and the sustainable development of ocean resources. Furthermore, these three
intensifications can come into conflict:
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As capital represents ocean-space as annihilated, it diminishes the identity of the ocean as
res extra commercium, an “other” that plays a distinct role as a special space of
movement within society. Thus, it becomes easier to conceive of the ocean as res nullius,
space that is so devoid of any social content that it is available for appropriation and
development, even though the appropriation of the sea necessarily conflicts with the
“great void” idealization that makes this appropriation possible. Finally, each of these
tendencies, besides conflicting with each other, intensifies the speed with which the
ocean is transformed to obtain value. As a result, a third tendency- the mandate for
rational management so as to extend the ocean’s resource value - emerges amidst (and in
contradiction to) the other two. (Steinberg, 2001, p. 188)
The contradictions in ocean-space constructions can be seen in real conflicts in ocean-space uses.
However, conflicts are not limited to contradictions among the ocean-space constructions that
Steinberg has identified but also occur among uses within ocean-space constructions. Deep
seabed mining and fisheries may come into conflict even though both industries conceive oceanspace in terms of discreet places that are open to the interventions of capital.
The increasing diversity and intensity of ocean uses has resulted in an awareness that
ocean-space must be managed in such a way that conflicts in use and in effects are minimized.
The need to reduce conflict (both real and potential) between various uses and the desire to
create more stable environments for investment within territorial waters and EEZs is now the
focus of many national and international-scale ocean policy initiatives that hope to achieve
Integrated Coastal and Ocean Management (ICM). Integrated management is intended to
coordinate different sectors (such as fisheries, shipping, mining, land-based industry, subsistence
uses, and biodiversity conservation) and span governmental scales, each of which may have had
their own historical development, their own technical languages, their own logics, and their own
networks of alliance and conflict.
The development of ICM can be traced at least to the United Nations Conference on the
Human Environment held in Stockholm in 1972, which marked the first major international
attempt to deal with environmental problems comprehensively (Cicin-Sain, Knecht, Jang, &
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Fisk, 1998). The conference was heavily influenced by a sense of optimism in multilateral
solutions, recent environmental movements, and horror at recent environmental disasters,
especially marine disasters like the grounding of the oil tanker Torrey Canyon off the coast of
England in 1965 and the Santa Barbara oil spill in1969 (Cicin-Sain et al., 1998). As a result,
some of the most important outcomes of the Stockholm conference were in the realm of ocean
management, particularly the regulation of marine pollution.
Over the next decade, growing awareness that major global challenges, such as poverty,
industrialization, and ecological degradation were inextricably linked led to preparations for a
second UN conference on the environment and development (Cicin-Sain, et al., 1998). The Rio
Earth Summit, as it is commonly known, was the outcome of several parallel preparatory
activities that focused on biodiversity loss, climate change, and the relationships between
environment, development, poverty, and population growth. All of the resulting outputs,
including the Convention on Biological Diversity and Agenda 21, demonstrated a fundamental
shift in thinking that recognized interrelation and the need for integration.
The other key international development during the same period was the Third United
Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea, which lasted from 1973 to 1982 and came into force
in 1994. Unlike the previous two conferences, UNCLOS III took a holistic approach in which all
major ocean problems were to be addressed through one overarching process (Koh, 1983).
Among other things, the convention established a regime for regulating seabed mining in the
high seas and formalized 12 mile territorial seas and adjacent 12 mile contiguous zone for
enforcing anti-smuggling and other regulations. It also established a regime of Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZs) which extend from the border of the territorial sea up to 200 nautical
miles from the landward edge of the territorial sea. Within its EEZ a coastal state has rights to
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exploit resources and the obligation to protect the marine environment. It is, furthermore, the UN
Law of the Sea Convention that set the international legal context in which large-scale projects
for integrative ocean management could emerge.
The development of international legal agreements has been followed by regional
integrative management policies and initiatives. In 2002 the Pacific Islands Forum, the highestlevel political body in the Pacific Islands region, agreed to implement the UN Law of the Sea
Convention at the regional scale through the Pacific Islands Regional Ocean Policy (PIROP) and
Framework for Integrated Strategic Action (PIROF ISA). In justifying a regional-scale policy in
addition to national-scale implementation, the PIROP recalls the principles of interdependence
and the need for integration.
The need for a policy is based on our collective awareness of the transboundary and
dynamic nature of our ocean, the increasing number and severity of threats to its longterm integrity, and the reality that sustainable economic and social development will be
dependent on wise use of the ocean and its resources. It is also based on our awareness of
the potential for fragmentation of programmes and for conflicting commitments in
different sectors as ocean-related activities increase. This requires increased regional
collaborative arrangements among Pacific Island communities. (Secretariat of the Pacific
Community, 2005, p. 3)
While ambitious, the PIROP failed to make significant progress, largely because it lacked a clear
mechanism for implementation (Our Sea of Islands, 2010). However, in 2009 an attempt was
made by Pacific Islands Forum leaders to re-animate the policy through an implementing
framework called the Pacific Oceanscape. Unlike the PIROP, which originated in international
law, the Pacific Oceanscape Framework had its origins in the charismatic leadership of Anote
Tong, President of Kiribati, with the strong entrepreneurial support of Conservation
International. The Pacific Oceancape involved the same network of partners that led to the
declaration of the massive Phoenix Islands Protected Area (or PIPA) and the Phoenix Ocean Arc,
which is an agreement on transboundary cooperation between the United States Pacific Remote
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Islands Marine National Monument (Howland and Baker Islands) and the Phoenix Islands
Protected Area. In September 2011, Prime Minister Puna announced that the Cook Islands
Marine Park would be his country’s contribution to the Pacific Oceanscape, positioning it within
the larger milieu of international legal agreements and the entrepreneurial activity of charismatic
individuals who worked tirelessly to connect new ideas to existing regimes.
5.
The Our Sea of Islands Forum Communiqué was intended to be a voice from Oceania.
Oceania is defined in the document as “Polynesia, Micronesia, Melanesia, and Australia”
(UNESCO, 2007, p. 2). However, in defining Oceania so succinctly the Communiqué hides
another implicit meaning. This other Oceania was well understood by participants to have been
derived from the work of Tongan anthropologist and writer Epeli Hau’ofa.
The Forum was in fact named after Hau’ofa’s most famous essay, which is included in
the Forum Proceedings as Appendix 7. In his speech at the opening plenary, Kekuewa Kikiloi of
Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument said the following:
Today I am here to talk about Our Sea of Islands by Epeli Hau’ofa. I work at the
Monument, but I’m still a student at the University of Hawai’i, and as a student I read
this article and it really gave me a vision of hope and empowerment for Oceania. So that
is why we brought it to the planning committee when we were looking for suggested
names for this conference. In his article, Epeli looks at the ocean as an important
metaphor for our cultural identity here in Oceania. (UNESCO, 2007, p. 78)
It was Hau’ofa’s radical re-thinking of Oceania as a peopled ocean-space that permeated the Our
Sea of Islands Forum.
In contrast to the common belief that Pacific Islanders are isolated on small islands within
a vast sea, Hau’ofa argued that Pacific Islanders are people of vast regional exchanges and
interactions. He claimed that the ocean, instead of isolating each island from the others, is the
connective tissue of a very large territory. Thus, while most scholars at the time had based their
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research on the metaphor of small islands in a vast sea, Hau’ofa proposed a metaphor for the
ocean and the region that was evocative of expansive Pacific kinship and exchange systems that
are not coterminous with the “Pacific region,” typically understood, but extend to cities like
Seattle, Auckland, Los Angeles, and Sydney.
As its name suggests, Oceania is inextricable from the ocean itself. The regional identity
of Pacific Islanders, according to Hau’ofa, is supported by the fact that regional solidarity has
been strongest in the face of transnational environmental damage such as nuclear testing and
driftnet fishing. When faced with such threats, he argued, cultural tradition had not been enough
to unite Pacific Islanders, largely because urbanization had alienated many from their cultural
heritage. In contrast, the ocean has been ever-present and a necessary part of island life. Hau’ofa
argued that this intimate relationship with the ocean makes Pacific Islanders more likely
stewards of the Pacific Ocean and its resources. Given the importance of marine resources for the
world-at-large, Oceania should not be considered insignificant. Instead, he believed it was poised
to play a leading role in caring for the health of the Pacific Ocean.
Through his expansive metaphor for ocean-space, Hau’ofa hoped to help build a
foundation for a strong and dignified Pacific regional solidarity. However, this did not imply that
the region was homogeneous. Rather, Oceania was to serve as a common supplementary identity
to those supported by family, nation, island, and village. This call for a larger-scale oceanic
identity was a response to increasing economic cooperation among Pacific Rim countries that
was occurring all around Oceania, largely without the participation Pacific Island countries. The
larger regional-scale identity that Hau’ofa advocated was, therefore, explicitly political and
environmental. He writes:
A common identity that would help us act together for the advancement of our collective
interests, including the protection of the ocean for the general good, is necessary for the
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quality of our survival in the so-called Pacific Century when important developments in
the global economy will be concentrated in huge regions that encircle us. (Hau’ofa,
1998, p. 393).
Hau’ofa advocates a form of solidarity that allows for cooperative action on matters of collective
interests. However, the source of regional solidarity is not ultimately a recognition of Oceania as
a collection of people with common political and economic interests but on a profound
connection with the ocean that can unite the people of the Pacific.
This argument runs counter not only to dominant development and economic discourses
concerning the Pacific region but also anthropological wisdom of the preceding period (Hau’ofa,
1975; Thomas, 1991). Rappaport and Vayda (1963), for example, believed that Pacific Islands
were theoretically significant precisely because of their smallness and isolation when they asked:
What influence do relative isolation and limited territory have upon the evolution and
differentiation of cultures? In order to suggest some ways of answering this question, we
are dealing in this paper with relatively small dry land areas, whether islands or island
groups, that have human populations whose contacts with other human populations are
prevented entirely or greatly restricted by the ocean or other water barriers. (Rappaport
and Vayda, 1963, p. 133)
The assumption being made, of course, is that the ocean is more likely to isolate than to connect,
that it is a barrier. Interestingly, they also speculate about how territorial limitations and
population growth may have prompted cultural innovations in resource use and population
management. They mention overseas voyaging as one possible means of limiting population.
However, they do not comment on the frequency of such voyages or how they might challenge
the presumption of isolation. Sharp (1961), however, attempts to answer the question by arguing
that Polynesians could not have deliberately navigated to and from remote islands, a notion that
is no longer tenable due to advances in computer modeling and the results of actual voyaging
using revived traditional techniques (Finney, 1991; Genz, 2011).
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6.
Kekuewa Kikiloi suggested to the Forum planning committee that Hau’ofa’s “Our Sea of
Islands” entitled the Forum because the essay “looks at the ocean as an important metaphor for
our cultural identity here in Oceania.” In fact, Hau’ofa’s metaphors have been important
resources in the work of re-imagining the Pacific Ocean within regional and national projects.
Not only has this essay been used at the Our Sea of Islands Forum to re-frame participants’
perspectives on Oceania, the reality of the ocean, and our connection to it, but also the same
passage quoted in Kikiloi’s speech is used to entitle the Pacific Oceanscape Framework
brochure:
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… (Our Sea of
Islands, 2010, cover)
Through the new metaphor “we are the ocean,” Hau’ofa is able to focus attention on Oceania as
vast, productive, and ancient. It is through this “metaphorical extension,” as Kenneth Burke
would call it, of borrowing from one realm to understand another, that discourse develops.
Hau’ofa goes even further than Kikiloi, however, with regard to the tropic power of the ocean. In
his essay “The Ocean in Us” (1998), he talks about the connective and transgressive significance
of the ocean:
A regional identity anchored in our common heritage of the ocean does not mean
an assertion of exclusive regional territorial rights, for the same water that washes
and crashes on our shores does so on the coastlines of the whole Pacific rim […]
The Pacific Ocean also merges into the Atlantic and the Indian Oceans to encircle
the entire planet. As the sea is an open and ever flowing reality, so should our
oceanic identity transcend all forms of insularity, to become one that is openly
searching, inventive, and welcoming. In a metaphorical sense the ocean that has
been our waterway to each other should also be our route to the rest of the world.
[…] The ocean is not merely our omnipresent, empirical reality; equally
importantly it is our most wonderful metaphor for just about anything [emphasis
added]. Contemplation of its vastness and majesty, its allurement and fickleness,

96

its regularities and unpredictability, its shoals and depths—its isolating and
linking role in our histories—excites the imagination and kindles a sense of
wonderment, curiosity and hope, that could set us on journeys to explore new
regions of creative enterprise that we have not dreamt of before. […] The regional
identity proposed here has been constructed on a base of concrete reality. The sea
is as real as you and I, it shapes the character of this planet, it is a major source of
our sustenance, and it is something that we all share in common wherever we are
in Oceania: these are all statements of fact. Above that level of everyday
experience, 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
[emphasis added]. (Hau’ofa, 1998, p. 406-409)
I have quoted at length several passages regarding the ocean as metaphor because it is in these
passages that we begin to see not only the use of the ocean as a metaphor for just about
everything but also early steps toward the development of a new form of discourse about the
ocean and Oceania that began with the essay “Our Sea of Islands.”
In “The Ocean in Us” we already see the shift from the new metaphor, “we are the
ocean,” to the reductive metonym: “the ocean is in us.” Part of the beauty of metonymy is its
ability to connect, and it is the connectivity of the ocean (both physical and figurative) in which
Hau’ofa is interested. Through the shading of metaphor into metonym we begin to feel the
shading of the physical and figurative. The ocean, here, is literally connective on a global and
micro scale through the water cycle and circulatory system. The ocean, in an ecological sense, is
in us. To draw upon the anthropologist-poet Teresia Teaiwa:
We sweat and cry salt water, so we know
That the ocean is really in our blood. (qt. in Hau’ofa, 1998, p. 392 )
And we can agree in both emotional and “motional” senses, both figurative and literal, that our
blood is the ocean, that all water is connected and connects all things, and that the ecological and
the mystical have something in common.
The tropic wandering of the ocean doesn’t end with the connective function of metonymy
and its double vision of seeing the physical as figurative and the figurative as physical. The
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reduction of the metonym can slide into a synecdochic representation, just as the reduction of the
Pacific Ocean to a map of Oceania becomes a representation of Oceania. It is through
synecdoche that we can begin to understand the pervasive use of Hau’ofa’s metaphors in
otherwise dry bureaucratic documents intended to enable large-scale ocean management in the
Pacific. All management indicators and technical means of ocean management depend on the
reductive and representational resources of metonym and synecdoche. It is in the management
world, and only relatively recently, that the qualities of the ocean have been substituted for
quantities so pervasively (specifically, EEZs and Marine Protected Areas and other spatial forms
of management that can be thought of, calculated, and represented as spatial quantities) in a
move Kenneth Burke recognized as inherently metonymic (Burke 1969a: 509).
7.
Hau’ofa helped to inspire a radical rethinking of scholarly representations of Oceania and
a growing body of critical regional scholarship, most of which takes one of two approaches. The
first tends to focus on elite constructions of the Pacific by outside observers from former colonial
powers, much like Said’s critique of Orientalism (1979). The other engages the practices and
expanding networks of Pacific Islanders as they move beyond and within the geographically
bounded culture areas conceived as Micronesia, Polynesia, and Melanesia. Gregory Fry’s work
is exemplary of the first approach. He has written, for example, about the doomsday, or crisis,
narrative constructed by Australian and Pacific Island policymakers, academic economists,
development professionals and other elites after the end of the cold war. This discourse
characterized the region as in danger of “falling off the map” of economic and political affairs
unless certain neoliberal measures were adopted (Fry, 1994; 1997b). These included structural
readjustment measures such as public-sector reform and private sector development (see Evans,
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2006 for a Cook Islands example), the abandonment of old social and economic attitudes, such
as customary land tenure, and the implementation of resource management through sustainable
development. Although these recommendations were not new to the region (e.g. the World Bank
had made similar recommendations) the doomsday scenario was characterized by a serious and
urgent commitment to change.
Margaret Jolly (2007) juxtaposes external and elite Pacific imaginaries with the cultural
practices of common Pacific Islanders by offering a survey of relationships between indigenous
and foreign representations of the Pacific. However, she does not give an either or description of
indigenous perceptions on one hand and those of “Westerners” on the other. Instead she
describes the double vision of “stereoscopy and blurred edges in ‘imagining Oceania’” (Jolly,
2007, p. 532).
She deals with two distinctions between the inside of the region and the outside. The first
is the notion of the “Pacific rim” which she characterizes (along with the “Asia–Pacific”) an
American construction of the region. The Pacific Rim highlights the connections between the
United States, Japan, China and other countries in Southeast Asia. Through free trade relations,
this region is seen as the future of capitalism, as opposed to largely landlocked Europe. This
construction of the Pacific Rim occludes the contents of the Pacific and the people who live
there. Thus, Oceania is defined as an absence, by what it lacks.
This contrasts somewhat with the Australian vision of the “Pacific region” as described
by Fry. While the idea of Pacific Rim economies is important for narratives about Australia’s
economic future, the Pacific region is presented as economically doomed and threatened to be
erased by the future of economic development. It is opposed to Asia as the future of
capitalism. Through this discourse, Australia presents itself as both a prophet and savior of the
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region that offers aid and policy advice aimed at opening up markets and weakening
“undemocratic” cultural institutions.
While much of Hau’ofa’s work has inspired critique of external and elite regional
constructions, he also inspired attention to the everyday practices and activities of Pacific
Islanders. For example, Lilomaiava-Doktor (2009) calls for the use of indigenous concepts when
analyzing “migration” and “development.” She argues that Euro-American models assume
dichotomies such as local/global, rural/urban, or village/metropolitan, which do not adequately
capture Pacific Islander motivations. Instead of thinking in terms of “migration,” which
emphasizes “severance of ties, uprootedness, and rupture” (Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009, p. 1), she
looks to the Samoan concept malaga. Malaga is often translated as “travel” or “movement” but
more precisely conveys a sense of going back and forth. She also draws our attention to the
Samoan idea of va, which carries meanings of social space, place, distance, and connectedness.
These two terms are related to the Samoan idea of family (aiga) and its constitution through
ancestral land, kinship, and the related practices of care or obligation. From this perspective,
Samoans travel abroad as a means of caring for the land and the family. The practices of sending
home remittances, other goods, returning home for special occasions, and the flow of goods to
family members outside Samoa, constitute the maintenance of social space. She argues that
“Samoans understand “migration” as a culturally informed, historically grounded response to
modernity and globalization” (Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009, p. 1).
Gershon (2007) makes a similar contribution by contrasting Pacific diaspora with work in
diaspora studies that emphasizes rupture and thinks of migration as an obstacle to be overcome.
Instead, she argues that:
In the Pacific, it is families and their transnational connections that sustain diasporas,
making them both durable and visible. Without families and familial knowledge
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transmission, how would diasporas remain compelling concepts for interpreting
differences as cultural or ethnic? (Gershon, 2007, p. 474)
She uses network theory to talk about family networks that sustain diasporas through reciprocal
exchange. These exchanges are often coded as remittances. However, remittances in this case are
not a one-way path to the islands but a two-way flow of goods and knowledge. From this
perspective it becomes obvious that Western conceptualizations of migration and space fall
short. For example, Western models tend to explain “migration” in terms of rationalized
economic forces and “migrants” as passive actors in labor exchange. Instead, she argues,
indigenous ideas of movement spring from regional inclusiveness, kinship ties, and a tradition of
travel.
8.
Stefan Helmreich (2011) has argued that seawater has shifted from an implicit to explicit
object of thought in cultural anthropology and social theory more generally. Within these fields
seawater has operated as a “theory machine,” where a theory machine is “an object in the world
that stimulates a theoretical formulation” (Helmreich, 2011, p. 132). Characteristics of seawater,
including its color, and the romanticism of the ocean affected early anthropologists including
Boaz, Mead, and Malinowski. More recently, maritime anthropology has been especially
important for understanding how seawater has been deployed as a theory machine, including
insights into how conceptions of the ocean and exclusive economic zones have become
important in the formation of biological knowledge and property rights. In this body of literature,
how the Western distinction between nature and culture is mapped onto sea and land is shown to
be dubious and not universally valid. Instead, how people understand rights, property, and
resources in ocean areas is locally variable, and the ways nature/culture is divided and distributed
over land and sea can be different from place to place. Helmreich suggests that:
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In light of such tropes, “globalization” might also be called “oceanization,” but although
directing salutary attention to watery materiality, such turns to “the form of water” can
conjure new reifications, which should prompt anthropologists to puzzle further about
how best to think across nature, culture, water, and theory. Rather than treat water as the
“theory machine,” then, I conclude-drawing on an image often used in nautical talk-that
anthropologists might work athwart theory: that is, they might think of theory neither as
set above the empirical nor simply deriving from it but, rather, as crossing the empirical
transversely. Theory (and, for that matter, seawater) is at once an abstraction as well as a
thing in the world; theories constantly cut across and complicate our descriptive paths as
we navigate forward in the “real” world.” (Helmreich 2011, p. 133)
The idea that oceanization is “a re-orientation toward the seas as the trans-locally connecting
substance” (Helmreich, 2011, p. 137) sounds a lot like Hau’ofa. In this sense, the ocean can be
boundary blurring or a space of liberation, but it can also represent modernity's maleficence. In
both cases the sea can be thought of as a space of imagination. It is a metaphor for flux and flow.
Helmreich’s suggestions mean that theory has become increasingly unmoored both
conceptually and professionally. Conceptually it seems important that much of our compelling
theory is suggestive and increasingly poetic. This, at least, is how I have come to understand the
fecundity of influence exemplified by theorists like Deleuze. Whatever we are looking for, for
those of us who are still looking, it seems we haven’t found it yet. Professionally, if the troping
of oceanization is a form of theory that cuts transversally across the empirical, then we also have
no monopoly on theory and have not for a long time, which is probably no longer news to
anyone. Hau’ofa seemed to understand this and wrote his most influential work, both within and
outside academia, in a highly poetic mode. Both his essays and his fiction try to get at something
that could not be said both directly and convincingly at the time. He wrote, in other words, as the
traditional navigators sailed, moving toward their destination by sometimes moving away from
it.
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9.
On August 25, 2012 Conservation International hosted an information session on the
Pacific Oceanscape for journalists that were on Rarotonga for the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders
Meeting. As part of the meeting, Sue Taei of Conservation International asked the participants
what the ocean meant to them asking them to complete the sentence: “The ocean is _______.”
Their responses included: the ocean is life – home – livelihood – jobs – food – a plate of food –
me – a cupboard. One respondent offered, “I am the ocean.” Mrs. Taei then asked, “Who has
read Epeli Hau’ofa?” When several participants raised their hands, she said, “The words you said
are the same as the words he wrote; his vision is what the Pacific Oceanscape is about.” Later,
she offered a quote by Hau’ofa that entitles the Pacific Oceanscape documents:
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…
This is the same passage from Hau’ofa’s most read essay, and was also quoted at length by
Kekuewa Kikioli at the opening plenary of the Our Sea of Islands Forum.
Stefan Helmreich, in his book Alien Ocean (2009) notes some of the metaphors used at a
different ocean forum, the 1998 conference titled Turning to the Sea: America’s Ocean Future,
which featured both Sylvia Earle (prominent ocean explorer) and First Lady Hillary Clinton. A
newspaper clipping presented by Helmreich as an ethnographic artifact reads: “Delegates agree:
Sea is Life.” He goes on to quote Sylvia Earle: “The living ocean drives planetary chemistry,
governs climate and weather, and otherwise provides the cornerstone of the life-support system
for all creatures on the planet…If the sea is sick, we’ll feel it. If it dies, we die” (Earle qt. in
Helmreich, 2009, p. 9). In this passage we not only see a relatively new metaphor in the
international arena, “the ocean is life,” but also an extension toward “the ocean is in us.” Hillary
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Clinton gets much closer by writing in the conference pamphlet: “seventy-one percent of our
planet is ocean, and seventy-one percent of our body is saltwater…There is this extraordinary
connection between who we are as human beings and what happens in this magnificent body of
water” (Clinton qt. in Helmreich, 2009, p. 10).
Both Sylvia Earle and Hillary Clinton attended the Pacific Islands Forum Leaders
Meeting in Rarotonga in 2012 where the Cook Islands Marine Park was officially declared. Earle
was at the Forum courtesy of Conservation International, while Clinton was the first Secretary of
State to ever attend a PIF leaders’ meeting. In the same media session where Sue Taei spoke
about Epeli Hau’ofa, Sylvia Earle spoke about the importance of the ocean and the gravity of
decisions made by Pacific Island countries:
All life needs water whether you live on the top of a mountain or a desert. If you’ve never
seen the ocean or touched the ocean, the ocean touches you with every breath you take,
every drop of water that falls out of the sky. […] The decisions you make will set the
pace and others will follow. It’s all up to you. […] This is the moment. I hope you
understand the gravity, the importance of what you’re actually experiencing. (qt. in CI
News, August 27, 2012)
Journalists love Sylvia Earle. She gives great sound bites and quotations. But there is much more
to it than that. When she spoke, I could see inspiration on the faces of nearly everyone in the
room. I felt it myself, an energy, a motion, that cuts through all cynicism, at least for a while.
Troping, especially in the informal forum contexts being described here, requires a lot of
work. In these situations the ocean, partly through the efforts of Hau’ofa (channeled by Taei) and
Earle, is clearly being used as a kind of metaphor machine. But all machines require inputs of
energy. In this particular case, organizations like Conservation International are providing
infusions charisma, the intangible element sometimes referred to in the Pacific as mana, that
enlivens both metaphor and people.
Charisma, following Weber (1978), is known as a personal gift of grace, instantiated in
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heroism, revelation, and other attributes of the individual leader. In contrast with institutional
forms like bureaucracy and patriarchalism (or other forms of traditional authority), charismatic
authority is extraordinary. It is unroutine. It is also unstable because charisma depends on
personal and emotional appeals and the ongoing effectiveness of a leader in demonstrating
“supernatural” gifts, by which Weber means endowments that not everyone is capable of
possessing (Weber, 1978, p. 1112). The extraordinary charismatic leader rejects the routine
acquisition of wealth and other rational economic behavior. Such is the ideal type, which Weber
emphasized would be found empirically to be mixed with other forms of authority.
It is interesting to compare Weber’s characterization of revelation through a prophet as a
kind of charismatic figure and the tropic work of extraordinary figures like Hau’ofa and Earle.
Prophetic revelation involves for both the prophet himself and for his followers […] a
unified view of the world derived from a consciously integrated meaningful attitude
toward life. To the prophet, both the life of man and the world, both social and cosmic
events, have a certain systematic and coherent meaning, to which man’s conduct must be
oriented if it is to bring salvation, and after which it must be patterned in an integrally
meaningful manner. (Weber, 1978, p. 450)
The prophet conceives the world as a meaningful totality, an integrative whole. The prophet, as a
paradigmatic example of a charismatic individual, can be seen as a meaning-generating person
who comes into demand under various circumstances that might be characterized as crises of
meaning. This sort of crisis can arise, for Weber, when intellectualism reduces the world to a
series of facts unsubstantiated by a significant and meaningful order (Weber, 1978, p. 506). This
conflict can be found in organizations dedicated to administration and scientific research, such as
the dense network of bureaucratic organizations in the Pacific region. It doesn’t seem odd, then,
that adjacent to these organizations others have grown, in this age of planetary instability, to
facilitate occasional infusions of charismatic significance.
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10.
There is much to be gained by paying more attention to the dense network of Pacific
regional inter-governmental agencies where both international development agendas unfold and
where they may also be modified and resisted. Many decisions are made, and plans of action
developed, within and among these organizations that affect the everyday lives of Pacific
Islanders. Furthermore, it is in Pacific regional organizations where elite, educated Pacific
Islanders work with colleagues from around the world on issues that are important to them, their
families, and their governments. These are spaces, Hau’ofa argued, where a sense of regional
identity is formed and extended, especially in the case of the University of the South Pacific
(Hau’ofa, 1994).
Pacific regional institutions began to emerge in the wake of World War II (Osmundsen,
1992). The first of these was the South Pacific Commission (SPC), formed in 1947 for security
purposes by Australia, France, the Netherlands, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the
United States. For the next two decades the SPC was completely controlled by these
metropolitan powers to the increasing dissatisfaction of Pacific Island leaders (Henningham,
1992). As a result, metropolitan region building heavily influenced the beginnings of a modern
Pacific Islander regional identity. A landmark event in this regard was the 1950 South Pacific
Conference. It is at this conference that Fry (1997a) locates the first indications that a modern
regional identity was emerging among Pacific Islanders.
The conference was thought to be an experiment in several senses. It was intended to test
the ability of Pacific Island leaders to overcome what metropolitan authorities perceived as
racial, cultural, and developmental disparities, especially between Melanesia and Polynesia. It
was also thought to be an experiment in manners, or how the “native” delegates would behave
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toward each other and if they would behave according to international norms. The event was also
seen as a test of trusteeship, with some viewing the conference as a step toward greater
independence and others viewing it as minimizing the risk of UN interference into continued
colonial control. Finally, the conference was seen as an experiment in post-World War II order
making. Specifically, it was intended to help keep the region free of Soviet influence.
One of the first tasks for organizers was to define the boundaries of the “region” and
decide who would be politically involved in it. The resulting definition of boundaries drew upon
the experience of the World War II, which linked the islands together in one “Pacific theater”
through inter-colonial cooperation. Through this process, the idea of “region” shifted beyond the
historically designated distinctions among Melanesia, Polynesia, and Micronesia. As a result,
areas west of Dutch New Guinea became Southeast Asia, while the northern border of the region
was initially set at the equator. All of the delegates chosen from within this boundary, with the
exception of one French representative. Interestingly, representatives of Indian communities in
the region were also included. Objections to their participation by some, however, indicate that a
regional identity defined in opposition to Asia and Europe already existed in some form.
In general, observers were uneasy about the outcome of the conference because they saw
regional integration as undermining the Pacific region’s cultural diversity. This is significant
because it shows that despite European tendencies to generalize about the region, there was
palpable awareness of cultural difference. One exception to this belief was put forward by
Albert Norman who, in front of the South Pacific Commission, argued that colonialism had
artificially disrupted indigenous regionalism and characterized the South Pacific Conference as a
reclamation project. However, Pacific Islander delegates seemed to share the perspective of the
majority of Europeans, that the conference was unique in Pacific history. Despite the perceived
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differences in the levels of development between Melanesia and Polynesia, unexpected benefits
emerged, including the realization among delegates and observers that “the East” and “the West”
(that is, Polynesia and Melanesia) had a great deal more in common than previously believed.
Despite the South Pacific Conference, regional politics remained almost completely in
the hands of metropolitan states through the work of the South Pacific Commission. This
changed during a period of decolonization between 1962 and 1980 (Fry, 1981). Increasing
dissatisfaction among Pacific Island leaders led to several key events that helped shift control of
regional affairs, including the 1965 “rebellion” led by Ratu Mara in Fiji, the establishment of the
Pacific Island Producers' Association in the same year, the establishment of the South Pacific
Forum in 1971, and the South Pacific Bureau for Economic Cooperation (SPEC) in 1972 as the
research arm of the South Pacific Forum (later to become the Pacific Islands Forum). These
developments, along with Pacific Island leaders taking formal control of the SPC, resulted in
more formal institutions for regional cooperation. According to Fry (1981), however, many of
the attempts at regional independence actually resulted in more dependence on former colonial
powers, a consequence of the fact that every increase in regional mandate and demand for
increased capacity of regional organizations has been followed by an increased need for
international aid.
This currently dense network of regional intergovernmental agencies is now
complemented by partner organizations, often represented by (sub)regional offices of
international NGOs and other international agencies. Most of these are headquartered in Suva,
Fiji. However, at the time of the Our Sea of Islands Forum the Pacific Islands office of
Conservation International had already been created, by former SPREP employees, just down the
street from SPREP, in Apia, Samoa. The Our Sea of Islands Forum is only one instance of many
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in which these and other organizations have come together in the name of Oceania or the Pacific
region. In this organizational context, much of what is becoming of the Pacific, or of Oceania, as
a region unfolds through the work of these heterogeneous organizations and at the edges of their
operations.
Big International NGOs (BINGOs) like Conservation International are relatively stable
institutions and as such its leaders to not meet all of the criteria of charismatic leadership. These
organizations also would not survive without strong bureaucratic elements such as robust
structures for administering grants and reporting on projects. No BINGO could survive without
remaining connected to the world of bureaucratic governance.
In other ways, however, some BINGOs seem highly charismatic. This is more apparent
when we us another term often applied to them— Non-Profit Organizations. Many non-profits
survive by non-routine influxes of resources, such as donations, that are often given based on the
perceived extraordinary merit of the organization’s results or leadership. Conservation
International, specifically, also relies heavily on charismatic personalities such as Harrison Ford,
Kevin Iro, Sylvia Earle, and Epeli Hau’ofa.
11.
Hau’ofa’s influence extends far beyond academic critique and literary admirers. His work
has been extensively quoted in speeches at regional and international fora and in various
associated documents. His influence seems to be gaining some ground in the world of Pacific
Ocean management through the work of dedicated individuals and organizations. Pacific Islands
Forum leaders, for example, were given a copy of Hau’ofa’s collected works at the 41st PIF
Leaders Meeting in September 2010 to commemorate the Pacific Oceanscape Framework.
Furthermore, the theme of the 43rd Pacific Islands Forum Leaders Meeting (where Prime
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Minister Henry Puna announced the creation of the Cook Islands Marine Park) was derivative of
his “Our Sea of Islands” essay in which he contrasted Oceania (as full of big ocean countries)
with the metaphor of small Pacific Islands:
Leaders welcomed Cook Islands’ theme for the 2012 Forum of “Large Oceans Island
States – the Pacific Challenge” aimed at striking a balance between sustaining the
development of our marine resources with the interests of preservation and conservation.
Leaders agreed that as ‘Large Ocean Island States’ FICs [Forum Island Countries] have a
leading role to play in management of the Pacific Ocean, building on Leaders’ aspirations
to maximise sustainable economic returns for Forum Members from ocean resources,
including fisheries and seabed minerals, in accordance with the precautionary approach
of Rio Principle 15.Leaders also commended the progress made by individual FICs on
the creation of Marine Protected Areas, in line with global goals, in the context of
broader conservation and management efforts for responsible use of ocean resources.
(Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2012)
Hau’ofa’s connective trope work fits well with ongoing attempts at ocean integration. In a 2014
press release by the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, both integration and Hau’ofa’s ethical
legacy are brought together at the Third International Conference on Small Island Developing
States held in Apia, Samoa:
“Our ocean is a valuable shared resource and requires careful management. No one
nation or industry is solely responsible for putting pressure on our ocean, nor can any one
entity find the solution in isolation. It is simple - we cannot protect and manage our ocean
without working together,” says Tuiloma Neroni Slade, the Pacific Ocean Commissioner
and Secretary General of the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat. “The Alliance will
contribute to strengthened coordination and collaboration towards integrated ocean
management, and is being developed in response to direction provided by Pacific
Leaders. All stakeholders with an interest in the Pacific Ocean are encouraged to join this
important partnership.”
The Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, in partnership with the Secretariat of the Pacific
Community, the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme and
Conservation International, will also host Our Sea of Islands, Our Livelihoods, Our
Oceania - The Pacific Ocean Alliance, a SIDS 2014 side event. […]
The side event will consist of a mix of cultural presentations and conversations on a
range of ocean-related topics. […] and the University of the South Pacific’s Oceania
Centre will provide cultural performances inspired by the Pacific Ocean and the work of
Epeli Hau’ofa. (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2014)
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Chapter 4: From Global to Gut: Making the Vague and Vacuous Meaningful
According to a common version of the story, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park
(GBRMPA), founded in 1975, was the only truly large Marine Protected Area (MPA) in the
world for 25 years. At the time of writing in 2014, however, there were close to a dozen (or
more, depending on how they are counted) Large-scale MPAs (LSMPAs) that are said to
comprise approximately 80% of total global marine protected space, or an area about two times
the size of the Gulf of Mexico (Toonen et al., 2013). These entities started emerging in 2000 (or
earlier, depending on how you count) and unlike the Great Barrier Reef, which despite its size is
still primarily a coastal MPA, are mostly in remote ocean areas, at extreme distances from
human population centers. The following list, published in 2011, includes only a selection of
large, remote spaces that might be considered LSMPAs by focusing “…on sites designated with
broad marine conservation as the overarching goal, as indicated by their names (“‘…marine
Park’, ‘…Marine Reserve’, ‘…Marine Protected Area’, etc.” (MPA News 13:3, 2011).
1975: Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, Australia. 344,400 km2
1999: Macquarie Island Commonwealth Marine Reserve, Australia. 162,000 km2
2006: - *Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument, US. 360,000 km2
2008: Phoenix Islands Marine Protected Area, Kiribati. 408,250 km2
2009: Marianas Trench Marine National Monument, US. 246,608 km2
2009: *Pacific Remote Islands Marine National Monument, US. 210,000 km2
2009: Prince Edward Islands Marine Protected Area, South Africa. 180,633 km2
2010: *Chagos Marine Protected Area, British Indian Ocean Territory. 544,000 km2
2010: *Motu Motiro Hiva (also known as Salas y Gómez Marine Park), Chile. 150,000 km2
2011: (proposed) South-west Corner Commonwealth Marine Reserve, Australia. 322,000 km2
2012: (proposed) Cook Islands Marine Protected Area. 1 million km2
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(MPA News 13:3, 2011; * indicates no-take reserve)
But this list was quickly out of date. New LSMPAs have been designated, such as the Cook
Islands Marine Park and the Coral Triangle Marine Protected Area in Australia, and several more
that are being proposed both by governments and NGOs, including areas in Bermuda, Pitcairn
Island, New Caledonia, the Kermadec Islands, the Marquesas Islands, and a network of large
MPAs in Australia. Any list given here will likely also be out of date by the time it is published,
meaning that the rate, number, and types of LSMPAs being considered, proposed, and
designated are too numerous even for specialists to easily keep track.
In a recent online forum Aulani Wilhelm, the NOAA Superintendent for
Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument and a founding member of the Big Ocean
Managers Network, a professional group of LSMPA managers, presented a map of designated
and proposed LSMPAs saying:
This has all happened in a really short amount of time. And I think what's important to
take away is that this trend is continuing. So regardless of how people feel about whether
these are good or whether these are bad or potentially maybe even ugly, the trend
continues. And this map, every time we change it, becomes outdated nearly every time
we show it. So I point out that in red are the sites established, some still finalizing their
legal framework, but have been declared by their countries. In yellow are proposals being
put forward by government and in pink are proposals by NGOs. And these are just the
sites that we know of. There may be many, and if those of you on this webinar know of
others we would be happy to learn more about what's going on as we're trying to keep
track of where these trends are occurring. (Wilhelm, 2013)
It seems that this is correct. At the moment, at least, it seems that the number of LSMPAs that
are being designated is growing and growing quickly.
But there is another trend in addition to a growing number of LSMPAs. Some individual
sites continue to get bigger. The Phoenix Islands Protected Area (PIPA) was declared to be
184,700 km2 by Kiribati in 2006 (MPA News 7:9, 2006). However, PIPA was expanded in 2008
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to approximately 410,500 km2 (MPA News 9:8, 2008), which is roughly the figure listed in the
table above. While this nominally more than doubled the size of PIPA, as of 2013 only about
3.12% (or 12,714 km2) of it was restricted to fishing in areas around seven of eight atolls (MPA
News 15:1, 2013). Hence, the doubling of PIPAs size was a doubling of the planned eventual notake area, which is dependent on the success of an endowment that is intended to compensate the
Kiribati government for lost revenue from fishing licenses. In accounting for how much of the
ocean is currently protected, it is not always clear which number is being used, but it seems to
often be the larger, projected, quantity.
Similarly, Papahānaumokuākea Marine Nation Monument in the Northwest Hawaiian
Islands has been, and still is, a work in progress. According to a profile in MPA News (8:1,
2006) it was designated as “the world’s largest” marine protected area at 362,000 km2 in 2006.
However, the site has been under some form of protection since 1909 when Theodore Roosevelt
designated some of the islands as a bird sanctuary. President Clinton designated approximately
240,000 km2 as a coral ecosystem reserve in 2000, and extensive public consultations began in
2002 in anticipation of stricter regulations in the form of a marine national monument. In 2005,
Hawaii state governor Linda Lingle banned most extractive activities in the state waters of the
Northwest Hawaiian Islands. It was the next year that President George W. Bush designated the
current area as a Marine Nation Monument. Similar stories can be told for most, if not all,
LSMPAs. They are entities-in-the-making and, as such, are not easily accounted.19
In each case, as the name given to them implies, Large-Scale MPAs tend to be
distinguished primarily in terms of size. Consider the following news clippings:

19

Even as I was taking a break from revising this chapter on September 25, 2014, I read that
President Obama expanded the Pacific Remote Islands Marine National Monument from the
Bush era designation of 86,888 square miles to 490,000 square miles.
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The Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument — a pristine haven for coral and
other marine life, and a treasured site of ancient Hawaiian shrines — has been named a
U.N. World Heritage site… The monument is the nation's single largest conservation area
and is nearly 100 times larger than Yosemite National Park. (“Papahanaumokuakea”,
2010)
The tiny Pacific islands nation of Kiribati declared the world's largest marine protected
area Thursday -- a California-sized ocean wilderness that includes pristine reefs and eight
coral atolls teeming with fish and birds. (Lilley, 2008)
This week the British government, backed by nine of the world's largest environment and
science bodies … is expected to signal that the 210,000 sq km area around the Chagos
Islands in the Indian Ocean will become the world's largest marine reserve. If it does,
all fishing, collection of corals and hunting for turtles and other wildlife will be banned
across an area twice the size of the British isles. (“Chagos Islanders attack plan”, 2010)
Australia Friday created the world's largest network of marine reserves, protecting a huge
swathe of ocean environment despite claims it will devastate the fishing industry.
(Johnson, 2012)
The Cook Islands announced the creation of the world’s largest marine park at the
opening of the Pacific Islands Forum on Tuesday, a vast swathe of ocean almost twice the
size of France. (“Cook Islands declares”, 2012)
New Caledonia, the Cook Island's Pacific island neighbour and former French territory,
also announced it will create a new marine protected area roughly half the size of India,
covering 1.4m sq km. (Leahy, 2012)
Talks to create the world's two largest marine reserves in the Antarctic have broken
down, with conservationists branding Russia a "repeat offender" for blocking an
international agreement. (Milman, 2013)
Nearly three percent of the world's oceans – an area slightly larger than Europe – now
lies within designated marine protected areas, according to new data from the
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). This is a significant increase
from 2010 when the area protected was just 1.2 per cent. However, many of the new
protected zones may be of little value in terms of conservation. (Slezak, 2013)
President Barack Obama signed a proclamation on Thursday to create the world’s largest
marine sanctuary in the Pacific Ocean in a bid to protect sea life from climate change, the
White House said. […] The expanded reserve will cover 490,000 square miles — an area
roughly three times the size of California. (“US creates world's largest”, 2014)
Size is communicated in different ways in these statements, for example, in comparative (“a
California-sized ocean wilderness”), superlative (“the world’s largest marine park”), and
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quantitative modes (“Nearly three percent,” “covering 1.4m sq km”). Similarly, Conservation
International has promoted the Pacific Oceanscape by saying that it takes up an area larger than
the surface of the moon. The implication of these statements is that these emerging spaces are of
great, even it uncertain, significance. References to size seem to be intended to suggest a sense of
awe, a sense of gravity and consequence.
In this chapter, I focus on size as an important but abstract characteristic of LSMPAs. I
am interested in how the large-scale can be both beyond experience and become meaningful in
very different contexts. How is it, for example, that the global target codified in the Convention
on Biological Diversity (CBD) of preserving 10% of the world’s ocean by 2020 can come to be
felt to be significant on the national and local levels? Furthermore, how does one begin to
experience the concept of 1 million km2 as meaningful?
This chapter also explores the nexus between clearly defined spatial and abstract
quantities and the evocative, yet vague, terms that refer to them. In the news clippings above, for
example, the following terms were used to refer to large marine spatial areas: Marine National
Monument, marine protected area, marine reserve, marine park, protected zones, marine
sanctuary. Some of these have fairly precise definitions within the national contexts in which
they are used. Others do not. None of them have clearly defined and consistent international use.
I am interested in the tensions between the need for precise measurements and calculations, the
emerging rationalities of international marine management, and the pervasive use of vague terms
for these precise spatial designations. I am interested, in short, in the forms of play between the
vague and the vacuous (meaning empty).
A Reflection on Size and the Sublime in the Anthropocene
Whether or not it is successful, rhetoric that draws upon the vastness of the ocean or the
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cosmos is attempting to evoke the sublime. According to Edmund Burke, our reaction depends
on the direct experience of nature in which we feel a mixture of terror and delight that reaches its
most extreme expression in astonishment or:
That state of the soul, in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree
of horror. In this case the mind is so entirely filled with its object, that it cannot
entertain any other, nor by consequence reason on that object which employs it.
(Burke, 1998: 101)
Lesser effects are experienced as admiration, reverence, and respect. In every case, the sublime
depends on terror, which is a function of obscurity or vagueness, power, privation (e.g. darkness,
solitude or silence), vastness, infinity, magnificence, and overwhelming colors, lights or sounds.
Furthermore, the sublime is associated with self-preservation and, therefore, with the
apprehension of pain, danger or death. For Burke, the sublime is not pleasurable but is
characterized by a sense of delight, which is experienced as a negative sense of relief from pain
or, rather, when pain, danger or death is apprehended but does not come too close.
But this simple empiricism, a direct sensuous evocation of delight, does not account for
much of what we might now experience as the sublime. The idea of climate change, total human
extinction, or large abstract quantities, to give a few examples, cannot be experienced through
the human perceptual apparatus. Therefore, to account for these experiences in terms of the
sublime, I will turn to Lyotard’s re-interpretation of the Kantian sublime. The first step in this
direction comes from Kant’s Critique of Judgment (1987) in which he both acknowledges his
debt to Burke and critiques Burkean empiricism in favor of transcendental idealism. Like Burke,
Kant makes a distinction between the sublime and the beautiful and defines the sublime as a
mixture of delight (or negative pleasure) and terror. However, where Burke defines the sublime
empirically, Kant insists that it is a function of reason. Therefore, while Burke calls the vastness
of the ocean sublime, Kant insists that it is:

116

only in our mind, in so far as we can become conscious of our superiority to nature within
us, and thereby also to nature outside us… Whatever arouses this feeling in us, and this
includes the might of nature that challenges our forces, is then (although improperly)
called sublime. (1987, p. 123)
From this point of departure, Kant distinguishes between two forms of the sublime. The
absolutely large, or that which is large beyond all comparison is called the mathematically
sublime. Clearly the absolutely large cannot exist in our experience of nature, since all objects of
experience are either large or small when compared with others. However, some objects are
large beyond our comprehension, and these cause us pain. The striving of our imagination to
comprehend, in turn, makes us aware of the supersensible ability of our reason to form a concept
of the absolutely large. By understanding that which is beyond all sense, we are relieved and
delighted. The second, or the dynamically sublime, is similar to the first. However, while the
mathematically sublime focuses on magnitude, the dynamically sublime deals with might.
Might, as defined by Kant, is “an ability that is superior to great obstacles” (1987, p. 119). It is
defined as dominance when “it is superior even to the resistance of something that itself
possesses might” (1987, p. 119). The dynamically sublime occurs during an aesthetic judgment
when we realize that our reason is safe from the might of nature. That is, the dynamically
sublime results from the realization that our reason is dominant over natural forces.
At first glance it seems that ideas such as the anthropocene, mass species extinction, or
climate change could be examples of the mathematically sublime since they cannot be perceived
by our senses and seem to offer relief to our imaginations through the presentation of a
supersensual concept. However, unlike the ‘absolutely large’ embodied in claims to the very
large scale, it would be very difficult to argue that a ‘global climate’ is somehow already present
in human reason. Instead, understanding the sublime dimensions of global climate change or
global ecosystem collapse requires further interpretation of what this experience has become.
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Lyotard has attempted just this sort of reworking of the Kantian concept of the sublime and
begins with the following statement about its modern context:
The objects and thoughts which originate in scientific knowledge and the capitalist
economy convey with them one of the rules which supports their possibility: the rule that
there is no reality unless testified by a consensus between partners over certain
knowledge and certain commitments. (1984, p. 77)
This epistemic situation has led to a “flight from reality” as a condition of modernity itself and
results in a strong equivocal emotion that, Lyotard argues, is equivalent to the Kantian sublime in
that it involves both pleasure and pain and the inability to make visible, or to present, an idea.
Put differently, “we have the Idea of the world (the totality of what it is), but we do not have the
capacity to show an example of it” (1984: 78). We can, for example, see a polar bear and show
melting ice sheets (sort of), but we cannot give an example of global climate change as such.
Lyotard extracts the sublime from both nature (its Burkean source) and human reason (its
Kantian source) and re-places it within the socio-political milieu of an epistemic crisis. Applied
to our specific concerns, knowledge of climate change or species extinction in global oceans is
supplied for consumption by multiple stakeholders but in the form of supersensuous ideas that
require attitudes of trust, or distrust, in those few experts who directly construct scientific
discourse. The rest are unable to participate in the self-conscious and uncertain construction of
large-scale environmental knowledge. In this case, the sublime has re-emerged as an important
aesthetic experience in which much of our knowledge is supersensuous (as with Kant) yet much
of which is also not obviously settleable by appeals to human reason alone. Thus, while weather,
for example, is experienced every day, climate (as a scientific concept) is beyond experience. As
Anthony Giddens writes in his book The Politics of Climate Change:
Global warming is not simply an extension of more traditional forms of industrial
pollution; it is qualitatively different. Scientists, and scientists alone, have directed our
attention to it, since it is not visible in the way London smogs were, or smokestack
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pollution is. We are also wholly dependent on the research and monitoring work of
scientists to track the progress of warming and map its consequences. (2009, p. 55)
In short, there is no direct path from experience or reason to many of the notions that evoke
sublime experience. When these evocations are made, when our failing imagination is relieved
by the concept, it is now often not through the Kantian notion of the sublime. It comes to us from
without, for example, from bureaucratic and political institutions for achieving scientific
consensus via various media outlets. The sublime is experienced as ambivalence, as vagueness,
perhaps even as anxiety, in the face of knowledge that can neither be verified by the senses nor
by rational intuition. Think of it as an alienated version of the mathematically sublime. Put
differently, we cannot forget the conditions (social and political) in which our supersensuous
concepts are formed. Things could always be other than what was agreed to, and we could be
wrong.
Moreover, consider that for Kant the sublime involved delight, which comprised the
realization that our reason is superior to nature. This is true of both the mathematically and
dynamically sublime. We have seen that many supersensuous concepts like climate change or the
anthropocene are close to the mathematically sublime, although in an alienated form in which a
concept is presented by inaccessible institutions and expertise but not our reason. However, the
dynamically sublime, or the realization that our reason is safe from natural forces, is also
troubled. This results from the conviction that when we face global ecological disasters we are
not facing natural forces but the consequences of collective human might. A sense of unease
results from a situation in which human reason faces human might (our vast economic activity)
without the assurance that reason will emerge victorious. The crisis of the dynamically sublime
is that human reason is not facing natural force. Instead, humanity is facing itself, mediated
through biological and physical systems, a situation we have begun to call the anthropocene.
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Delight, that mix of pain and relief, results it seems from feelings of power and vagueness that
flow from the political and scientific institutions of postmodernity.
However, the psychological security recognized by Kant in the mathematically sublime
persists even as we delight in the power-terror of the anthropocene. As we have already seen, one
of the most salient discursive features of LSMPAs is size. What could be closer to the
mathematically sublime than to look across the ocean and say “1 million square kilometers?”
There seems to be a kind of comfort in making precise quantitative claims to significance when
faced with ecological, political, and economic uncertainties on unprecedented scales. I suggest
that this assurance is an important political and cultural complement to the inherently vague,
uncertain, and consequential ecological crises we now face. There seems to be power in
declaring an exact space (e.g. 200,000 square kilometers of marine protection) as a precise first
step in a vague political process of establishing what “marine protection” will mean. From the
outset it can, for example, be accounted for under the rubric of international conservation targets.
Such declarations also allow comparison in terms of size that tends to generated hype (see Rajan,
2006) in the future of the space through claims such as being the world’s largest. These precise
quantities and locations seem to be very important when the future of what will happen within
them is still unknown. This combination of quantitative precision and qualitative vagueness
creates many problems for global conservation, as I will discuss below, but it also lends itself to
opportunities.
LSMPAs as both Unique Processes and Calculable Spaces
While quantitative precision allows advocates of LSMPAs to claim that they are globally
significant, the vague status of these spaces allows a rhetorical defense against critics who claim
that LSMPAs are fatally flawed. These critics have leveled several common charges against
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large-scale projects. These include claims that the designation of LSMPAs is political and not
science-based; that they do not solve an obvious conservation problem; that they are impossible,
or at least very difficult, to monitor and enforce; that they absorb limited conservation resources
that could be better utilized; that they allow metropolitan countries to accrue political capital by
designating large marine reserves in distant territories, while neglecting more difficult domestic
conservation issues; or that they encourage a false sense of accomplishment in efforts to protect
biological diversity when little real protection is actually in place.
Against these charges, the most common rhetorical defense is to claim that an LSMPA is
an ongoing “process.” Over the course of fieldwork, process was often emphasized in public
meetings and stakeholder consultations, in technical literature, and popular media. The appeal to
process works on at least two levels. First, it is the case LSMPAs take time to create. The making
of an MPA, and especially a large one, does not happen all at once, despite initial claims about
size. One must gain support, overcome opposition, make a formal declaration, draft and enact
appropriate legislation and regulations, gather scientific data, construct a management plan, find
funding and other resources, monitor, enforce, and evaluate, among other things.
Second, the claim to process, and especially for unprecedented projects such as LSMPAs,
defers judgments of success and (especially) failure until some future, and often unspecified,
time. The claim that LSMPAs cannot be monitored effectively, for example, is not as damning as
it might appear. One could attempt to argue that a particular LSMPA is, in fact, effectively
monitored, but it is better to emphasize that although all monitoring or surveillance efforts are
challenging, these activities are in the process of being improved. Some have argued that the
surveillance technology exists but is expensive, thus shifting the discussion to the process of
establishing sustainable financing for LSMPAs. Others have emphasized ongoing talks with

121

intelligence agencies or other parts of the global security community that may result in the use of
drones or other military-based surveillance. In either case, however, a lack of monitoring or
surveillance is reframed as a challenge in the process of creating effective management and not a
fatal flaw.
One of the most recent academic papers in response to criticisms of LSMPAs emphasizes
the need to view these areas as ongoing:
Some of the strongest criticisms of the establishment of such large-scale MPAs stem
from a lack of complete protection over their entire areas…it is important to note that the
establishment of a MPA is a process, not a single and final act, and the establishment of
many sites, both small and large, requires a phased approach to building protection
measures over time. Experience has shown that once an MPA is established, building
protection and other effective measures for conservation can be a lengthy process.
(Toonen et al. 2013, p. 9)
Importantly, this same article counted LSMPAs-in-the-making in its claimed that they account
for 80% of global marine protection (a figure that opened this chapter). Still, it is true that
creating an LSMPA is a lengthy and usually indefinite process, which may be a rhetorical benefit
but is also a necessary condition of a process itself. Large-scale MPAs may succeed or fail (for
which stakeholders and in what terms is undetermined) but it is very difficult to know which will
eventually be the case. Both success and failure can be deferred, at least for a while. For how
long, however, is an inherently vague question to be answered through political process, making
something like an uncertainty of uncertainty a real problem and resource.
This line of argument is not limited to professional discourses but leaks into the more
limited discussions of these spaces in popular media. Some strong, publicly visible criticisms
have been aimed at the new large-scale network of no-take areas in Australia, the large-scale
designations by the UK in overseas territories (especially Chagos) (De Santo, Jones, and Miller,
2011), and the Phoenix Islands Protected Area (PIPA), in Kiribati. The Earth Island Journal
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published an article making the strong claim that Conservation International and President of
Kiribati, Anote Tong, were lying to the international community by claiming that PIPA was one
of the largest MPAs in the world (Pala, 2013). The reason for such an allegation was the fact that
a great deal of commercial fishing still occurs within the PIPA boundaries. In his response, Dr.
Gregory Stone, Chief Scientist for Oceans and Executive Vice President of Conservation
International, made it very clear that PIPA is an MPA-in-the-making:
Let me respond directly and assure your readers that there is nothing “fishy” about the
Phoenix Islands Protected Area (PIPA) except, perhaps, the fish themselves. It is a
phased approach to the design and establishment of a large-scale, multiuse marine
protected area that is relevant to Kiribati’s socioeconomic and cultural circumstances. We
need as many of those as possible given the declining state of the world’s oceans and its
implications for human wellbeing. […] it is my sincerest hope that, rather than tearing
down a potential solution before we have the chance to build it up, we in the
conservation, science, and development communities offer our encouragement and
support for the commitment being shown by the partners of PIPA, the Republic of
Kiribati, and especially the visionary president of Kiribati, Anote Tong. Their success can
be our global success, if we just give time and support. (Stone, 2014)
Such apologies for the establishment of LSMPAs amount to situating these spaces in a
second sort of remoteness. They are acknowledged to be large and geographically remote, that is,
comprising a spatial beyond. However, the emphasis on “process” creates a temporal beyond, a
time at which these spaces become successful, or at least acceptably functional, that is not now.
Large-scale MPAs are objects of the future and the far away. They are objects of the
imagination, entities that exist in the play between presence and absence. This is not, as
suggested already, merely an attempt to quell an opposition. It is also (framed as) prudent. A
“phased approach” to large-scale ocean management is important, from this perspective, because
it helps ensure that the project becomes more than simply a “paper park,” or a figment of
documentary illusions without corresponding management reality. One must be careful; one
must go slowly.
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But slow and fast are relative, and it is not always clear whether LSMPA progress is
proceeding too quickly, too slowly, or otherwise. It is difficult to make definitive judgments
about these issues because the idea of process used in these situations is itself is inherently
vague. A process, and especially an uncertain process, is always unfolding, is opening up, is
pushing forward and pushing back horizons that can never be reached.
There is another line of argument, related to both the idea that the creation of LSMPAs is
a process and discussions about global targets, that can be seen in Dr. Stone’s response to Pala’s
criticisms. In addition to the idea that PIPA was taking a phased approach (i.e. that it is a
process) is the notion that PIPA is a process that is specific to “Kiribati’s socioeconomic and
cultural circumstances.” This rhetorical move was also common at the national level with the
Cook Islands Marine Park in the face of several criticisms, including that the CIMP was not a
“real” Marine Park because it was not a total no-take reserve or that the marine environment
included within it was not of global biodiversity conservation value. The notion that the creation
of LSMPAs is a specific process, then, bridges both global and national discussions.
At the same time, however, claims to global significance were being made. The Phoenix
Islands Protected Area, like the CIMP and others, was said to be the largest MPA in the world at
the time of its expansion in 2008. There was, thus, an ambiguous discursive approach to
speaking favorably about these spaces that involved (1) defensive claims to process and
specificity and (2) claims to global significance in terms of size, the latter being implicitly a
claim not to specificity but to comparability. At the same time that quantitative (1 million km2),
relative (“larger than California”), or superlative (the world’s largest) claims are made which
suggest that these spaces are the same sorts of things (and, thus, capable of undergoing
arithmetic operations) they are said to be unique and not yet finished. The former is necessary if
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these entities are to be reckoned in terms of global conservation targets while the latter is helpful
for legitimizing the exigencies of political practice at various scales.
In what follows, I map the tensions between precision and vagueness in the creation of
LSMPAs in more detail. I will describe the discursive play, mutual support, and tensions among
projective conservation targets, discussions of size, and negotiations of definition among marine
conservation professionals. Within global MPA discourse, it seems that target, size, and
definition form an inseparable nexus through which the trend toward more and bigger MPAs are
framed and practices enabled.
Global MPA Discourses: The Target-Size-Definition Nexus
The trend toward designating more and larger MPAs has been marked by the creation of
active fora through which expert discourses have emerged. These include not only physical
spaces for conferences, such as the International Marine Protected Areas Congress (IMPAC), but
also literary and virtual spaces for both academic and less formal conversations about issues of
concern. Discussions may occur in discreet places and times, as with real workshops, or in a
virtual space and time, as with a real-time online discussion on openchannels.org (a networking
and information clearinghouse for MPA professionals), or in virtual or literary space over a
period of time, as with professional or academic journals. In every case, professionals and
experts from institutions and places around the world engage one another in creating the various
rhetorical topoi that are coming to define objects of concern and their own expertise.
With this in mind, the data analyzed for this section was taken from four main sources:
(1) MPA News, a monthly professional journal founded at the end of 1999; (2) Open Channels
(openchannels.org) an online community of MPA and marine management professionals, started
in 2012, that features online workshops, blogs, opinion pieces, relevant literature, videos and
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other useful material; (3) academic journals that deal with marine management and conservation
issues, such as Marine Policy or Marine Pollution Bulletin; (4) my own ethnographic work with
marine conservationists and mangers. A professional conversation might range over some or all
of these domains. For example, the third Big Ocean Network meeting, held in Auckland, NZ in
December 2011, produced a peer-reviewed article that was both listed on Open Channels and
severely criticized in an online discussion on another openchannels.org blog post. As outlined in
Chapter 1, LSMPAs as ethnographic objects range over the domains of Firm, Forum and Field.
They do so through the movement of experts and artifacts, especially documents.
Expert discourses about MPAs since the turn of the 21st century has been concerned with
several issues, including: MPAs as a field of expertise, the role of fisheries and other extractive
industries, the purpose of MPAs, the role of science and social science, evaluation, monitoring,
enforcement, the uses of new technologies, financing models, development, capacity building,
and many others. Because this chapter is primarily concerned with Large MPAs, however, my
point of entry is discussions about MPA size. My analysis has shown that size is intimately
linked to discussions of global marine conservation targets and MPA definition.
Definition
“Protected Areas,” from the beginning of truly global expert engagement, have been
subject to challenges of definition. At the first IUCN World Parks Congress (WPC), held in
Seattle in 1962 and the first international meeting to focus exclusively on Protected Areas (PAs),
nomenclature was a primary concern (Guthridge-Gould, 2010). At the second WPC a decade
later, the issue of categorization, or how to classify PAs based on function, started a process that
has resulted in one of IUCN’s best-known conservation and management tools. These IUCN
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protected area management categories classify protected areas according to their management
objectives (Guthridge-Gould, 2010).
Problems of nomenclature have caused much discussion, and probably anxiety, within
the MPA world specifically. Differences in definition, for example between two uses of the same
term in different countries, can be seen as posing challenges to effective communication and
evaluation at the global scale. The fourth issue of MPA News (MPA News 1:4) dealt with these
concerns in an article titled: “MPA Nomenclature: The Thicket of Terms and Definitions
Continues to Grow.” Its primary concern was the apparent proliferation of terms within an
emerging professional field. The article began as follows:
What's in a name? Perhaps more than you bargained for, if you're in the field of MPAs.
With practitioners seeming each month to cook up new terms for particular types of
marine protected areas, staying up-to-date on the ever-expanding MPA dictionary has
become somewhat challenging. Even at MPA News we sometimes can't remember the
difference between a marine reserve, marine life reserve, and ecological reserve (or are
they all the same...?). (MPA News 1:4)
Perhaps in an attempt to provide some stability, most of the article provides a summary of the
IUCN protected area categories, various national definitions, and a list of terms used within the
first issues of the publication, including: Ecological Reserve, Highly Protected Zone,
Species/Habitat Management Zone, Fish Replenishment Area, Marine Life Reserve,
International Peace Park, and Marine Sanctuary. The latter was used to indicate both an area in
which all extractive industries are prohibited (Apo Island, Philippines) and an area in which oil
drilling is prohibited but commercial fishing is allowed (Washington State, USA). According to
the article, the variation in terms for MPAs (used here as a general umbrella term) is partly the
result of political expediency. For example, the term “no-take zone,” which can have a negative
connotation with some stakeholders, might be replaced with a term like “fish replenishment
zone,” which might be better received by stakeholders in the commercial fishing industry. The
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article ends with a resignation to the likelihood of a proliferation of MPA terms and definitions
as “the field continues to grow.” There is, thus, a tension between unique and specific political
and cultural contexts in which MPAs must be created and continue to operate and the meta-level
of comparison and rational calculability that is assumed by international marine conservation
targets.
Targets
Discussions about MPA nomenclature and definition emerged along with discussions
about percentage targets for no-take reserves, which would later be institutionalized at the global
scale. A 20% target for no-take reserves had been advocated, largely in the United States
beginning in the mid-1990s, as a precautionary measure for protecting fish stocks (MPA News
1:8). However, discussions of definition and percent targets didn’t converge strongly in MPA
News until around 2005.
Three years earlier, in 2002, the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)
Plan of Implementation made commitments, in accord with Agenda 21, Chapter 17, to work
toward:
the establishment of marine protected areas consistent with international law and based
on scientific information, including representative networks by 2012 … (“Plan of
Implementation”, 2002)
In 2003, at the World Parks Congress (WPC) in Durban, South Africa, IUCN members built on
this decision by calling for “strictly protected areas” of at least 20-30% of each habitat by 2012
(“Summary Report”, 2003). A year later, at COP-7 of the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD), members also affirmed the WSSD commitment to create representative networks of
MPAs by 2012 (“Summary of the Seventh Conference”, 2004). A year after that, in 2005, a
subsidiary body of the CBD called for 10% of all marine ecological regions to be conserved in
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MPAs by 2012 (MPA News 12:3).
However, that same year, at IMPAC1 in Geelong, Australia, Louisa Wood presented data
suggesting that at the then current rate of MPA designation, the WPC targets would not be met
until 2085 and the CBD recommendation would not be met until 2069, in the best-case scenarios
(MPA News 7:5). In the same issue of MPA news that reported Wood’s data, four experts
responded to what seemed like a grim forecast for global marine conservation. The first
recommendation, from Nik Lopoukhine of the IUCN WCPA, included the creation of more and
much bigger MPAs:
But unless there is a concerted effort to create more MPAs – and I would suggest they
need to be at a scale that approaches that of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park – we are
staring at failure” (MPA News 7:5)
More and bigger is exactly what happened. Through concerted efforts of BINGOs, both global
percent targets for MPAs and the designation of very large MPAs became an important part of
global marine conservation strategy. Pew Charitable Trusts, working mostly in the ocean
territories of developed nations such as the UK, the US, and Australia, and Conservation
International, working also in developing countries like Kiribati and the Cook Islands, have been
important actors in the designation of most of the recent large-scale MPAs.
Size
Around this time, a distinct up-tick occurred in the number of MPA News articles
discussing large MPAs and their designations. Just a few headlines will suffice to illustrate this
trend: “Kiribati Designates Large MPA, to be Funded by Endowment” (MPA News 7:9, 2006);
“US Designates ‘World’s Largest” MPA in Northwestern Hawaiian Islands” (MPA News 8:1,
2006); “World Bank Releases Report on Scaling up MPAs” (MPA News 8:9, 2007); “Australia
formally designates MPA Network in Southeast Region” (MPA News 9:2, 2007); “Kiribati
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Expands Phoenix Islands Protected Area, Creating World’s Largest MPA” (MPA News 9:8,
2008). The number of headlines about large-scale MPAs proliferated from this point forward,
leading to several peer-reviewed academic articles on the topic as well as multiple discussions on
Open Channels.
Scattered among these stories, about emerging LSMPAs and the prospects of achieving
global targets for marine conservation, were renewed and intensified discussions about how to
define MPAs. This occurred because it was recognized that achieving global targets for MPA
coverage depends on how an MPA is defined and not only on its size. However, a common
definition is precisely what has eluded an emerging network of MPA practitioners from the
beginning. To prompt more discussion on this issue, MPA News held a reader poll in August,
2006 titled, “Which MPA is the ‘World’s Largest.’” It began with the following:
For decades, the 344,400-km2 Great Barrier Reef Marine Park in Australia was widely
cited as "the world's largest MPA". Then, in June 2006, the US designated the
Northwestern Hawaiian Islands (NWHI) Marine National Monument, covering 362,000
km2 of marine area. So that means the NWHI site is now the world's largest
MPA...right? It might not be that simple. There are marine areas under conservation
management that are much larger in size than either the Great Barrier Reef or
NWHI. The question is, do they qualify as MPAs? (MPA News, 8:2)
The candidates ranged from what was then called the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands Marine
National Monument (later Papahānaumokuākea MNM) at 363,000 km2 to “the high seas,” or
areas of ocean beyond national jurisdiction, at an estimated size of 218 million km2. More
importantly, the type of management and protection afforded by each candidate was very
different. The NWHI Marine National Monument was intended to exclude all but traditional
fishing practices within five years. Another candidate, the Aleutian Islands Habitat Conservation
Area, is comprised of a network of “gear closures,” meaning that certain fishing technologies are
banned. Still another, the IWC Indian Ocean Whale Sanctuary, was species specific, which in
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this case means that cetacean species are protected from commercial harvest. The high seas were
also included because all ocean Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction (ABNJ) are subject to a
United Nations moratorium on large-scale driftnet fishing. Among popular answers were two
write-in responses that illustrate the vagueness that permeated questions of what constitutes an
MPA. These were the iconic Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, on one hand, and “the world
oceans,” on the other. At the time, the editorial staff concluded from the poll results that “there is
no consensus on this issue.”
What is interesting about this poll of MPA News readership, mostly professionals
working on MPA issues, is the conflation of size and definition of MPAs, spurred by recent
discussion about reaching global targets. By asking, “which MPA is the world’s largest?” the
editorial staff was asking readers to give their opinions about which definition of MPA is the
most legitimate. Put differently, MPA experts were asked to collectively opine about what
“protection” is, what its minimum contours are, where it begins, and where it ends. Instead of
reaching a consensus, however, the online poll proliferated borderline cases that resist methods
for rendering them either (an MPA) or (not an MPA). Put differently, the poll helped to further
radicalize the vagueness of MPAs and marine protection by making the lack of consensus even
more obvious.
Because it has been estimated that achieving the CBD target of 10% coverage of marine
ecosystems in MPAs by 201220 would require approximately 33 million km2 of MPAs, about 33
the size of the Cook Islands Marine Park or 20 million MPAs of median size, we can see that,
depending on which definition is used, this global target is alternatively exceeded ten times over
(in the case of the world oceans), approximately met (in the case of Convention on the
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This deadline was later extended to 2020 at the CBD COP held in Nagoya, Japan in 2010.
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Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources), or far from success (if only no-take zones
are included).
The issues at stake, moreover, are not limited to standardization for the sake of
communication and accounting. Ultimately, defining what counts as an MPA in the context of
global expertise is to decide which projects are valuable, which are funded, and which may carry
moral and other valences that have come to be associated with MPAs. That is, the question of
definition is one of power, a question of which organizations are able to produce effective
definitions of an MPA and which are able to capture or control the resources that follow from
them.
Expert Explanations for the Proliferation of LSMPAs
Size, targets, and issues of definition also share narrative links in the explanations experts
give for the proliferation of LSMPAs. I was alerted to the kinds of explanations MPA
professionals might give for this phenomenon while on Rarotonga. During my time there I had
coffee with visiting researcher who was working on the biological effectiveness of ra’ui (or local
Maori MPAs). Over the course of conversation about our various research interests, I raised
questions about why and how LSMPAs were being created. His response was matter of fact: “I
thought it was obvious that they are responses to global conservation targets.”
While this answer may have been good enough for biologists who are mainly interested
in questions of MPA efficacy, from an ethnographic perspective such explanations are both
inadequate and interesting. The beginnings of the CIMP, as will be shown in detail later, cannot
be located in national concerns over meeting global targets such as those in the CBD. It was first
envisioned, rather, as a way of increasing tourism to the Cook Islands. That it could also be a
means of large-scale conservation came later. Other anomalies make any simple explanation
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grounded in global conservation targets questionable. The beginnings of Great Barrier Reef
Marine Park predates these targets by over 30 years. The next LSMPAs were designated by
George W. Bush, who was not known for his support of United Nations, or other international,
leadership on environmental issues. The United States is not party to the CBD, which is the most
commonly referenced of the three international targets. While one could argue that special
interest groups that take global targets seriously have heavily influenced the creation LSMPAs,
this only partially helps us understand the multiple influences that must come together for these
political projects to be successful. For example, such explanations tell us nothing about how, or
even if, decision makers and stakeholders are persuaded by global targets. From an ethnographic
perspective, such simple causal reductions are inadequate because they assume too much and
demonstrate too little.
But if this is true then it would also be too simple to reduce expert theories to global
targets alone. Statements, like the one made by the researcher mentioned above, are likely a
shorthand for more complicated understandings of how LSMPAs come into being. This makes
them interesting. Therefore, in an attempt to piece together a preliminary explanatory model, I
analyzed (1) scholarly articles dealing with LSMPAs, (2) blog posts and comments on
openchannels.org, (3) explanations given in MPA News, (4) and fieldwork artifacts, including
fieldnotes and audio transcripts, for explanations for the recent trend in LSMPA creation.
This analysis and results are preliminary for two reasons. First, there is only a small
number of sources focused specifically on LSMPAs that contain some kind of explanation for
their recent proliferation. I counted only a handful of scholarly journal articles, blog posts on
openchannels.org (some with multiple comments), and MPA News articles that contained some
form of explanation for the trend. Of the journal articles, only one attempted a serious
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explanation, while the others used some form of explanation as background information. Second,
the model is preliminary because I only started coming across explanations for LSMPA
proliferation near the end of my fieldwork, while in the Cook Islands. During this phase of
research, I spent most of my time with stakeholders who were concerned with the CIMP
specifically and only had access to regional or global scale experts when they happened to visit.
However, I still believe it is worthwhile to begin exploring expert explanations of why
and how LSMPAs are being created for a couple of reasons. First, my attempts at analysis now
will help direct future research. Second, professional explanations for how and why LSMPAs are
being created have direct bearing on my own attempts to theorize project formation. Finally,
professional explanations for LSMPAs, like the growing network of LSMPA professionals, are
themselves emerging. The largest network of LSMPA experts and professionals, the Big Ocean
network, was founded in 2010. It seems reasonable to suggest that “preliminary,” in this case, is
the best for which we can currently hope.
I reworked the explanations I found for the relatively recent LSMPA trend into the
following composite model:
Composite Explanatory Model for the Proliferation of LSMPAs
In general, awareness of degradation of the marine environment has increased. This has
been paralleled by increasing awareness that marine protection is not only lagging behind
terrestrial protection but is also qualitatively different. Because of the physical nature of the
ocean, marine spaces require integrated management. This increasing awareness is coupled with
a lack of scientific certainty regarding how much of the marine environment needs to be
protected. Hence, global conservation targets have been advocated by some experts and NGOs as
a precautionary measure. The setting of targets has resulted in two approaches: the creation of
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more MPA networks and the creation of more LSMPAs. However, because of contextual factors
(such as international law, military and security considerations, economic considerations like
cost effectiveness, and the desire to strengthen sovereign rights over EEZs) states have incentives
to create LSMPAs in remote ocean areas (often in overseas territories) that help them meet
global targets with fewer political barriers than domestic or near-shore MPAs. NGOs may also
have an incentive to create LSMPAs because large spaces grab the attention of the public and
potential donors. These strategies have resulted in a game of “one-upsmanship” among some
political leaders, who would like to designate the largest MPA, and a domino effect in which
more and more LSMPAs are being declared.

While this composite explanation tells a relatively comprehensive narrative, most
instances of explanation comprised vague references to global targets as “drivers” of LSMPA
creation. Both supporters and critics of these large spaces seemed to agree on this central
motivating force. In contrast, a summary of the most comprehensive explanation found thus far
is as follows:
There is an emerging trend for establishing and implementing LSMPA in remote places
within and beyond national jurisdiction. This recent phenomenon is mainly driven by
political reasons due to international conservation targets and intense advocacy. Although
we still lack scientiﬁc studies showing the beneﬁt or the effectiveness of large-scale
conservation, scientists advocate protecting marine biodiversity in remote places as a
precautionary approach. In our opinion, the environmental responsibility is put forward
by coastal states to re-enforce their sovereignties over sea spaces by implementing
LSMPAs. These massive investments in large-scale conservation are happening and are
enabled by several legal mechanisms such as the principle of adjacency or the
UNCLOS’s reciprocal obligations. However increasing indigenous claims for traditional
rights challenge states’ sovereignties. In some LSMPAs (e.g. the GBRMP in Australia or
in the PMNM in Hawai’i) indigenous communities now have unique traditional rights and
are taking more and more part in the management processes. (Leenhardt et al., 2013)
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While there is a bit more nuance here, in that global targets, expert advocacy, and state
incentives work together to produce LSMPAs, the article does not attempt to describe the
connections between these domains. Are advocates lobbying political leaders in terms of global
targets (i.e. do they use a rhetoric of global targets), or do they use other means of persuasion?
Relatedly, are advocates compelled by global targets or are these thought of as means to other
ends? Where does public opinion fit within this framework, a salient question since there has
been significant public support and dissent on several of these projects. Finally, none of these
explanations attempt to answer a question fundamental to ethnographic sensibilities: why in
these specific locations and not others?
Although the explanations reviewed may adequately meet their authors’ objectives,
which in every case were both normative and analytical, none of them help us understand how
specific LSMPA projects get formed and develop. To understand this, we need to begin with real
cases. In the next chapter, and to a lesser extent in the next section of this chapter, I will begin
this project by examining the early stages of the Cook Islands Marine Park as a political project.
I will attempt to demonstrate that LSMPAs are not necessarily “driven” or caused by any of
these factors. Instead, LSMPA projects proceed through discreet situations in which various
influences come together to produce sometimes unpredictable outcomes. These outcomes, then,
help form the contexts of new situations in which other influences can “overtake” (Latour, 2005)
the intensions of actors in earlier situations. This overtaking is enabled, in part, by “implicity,” or
inherent vagueness, ambiguity, polysemy, and other factors that allow future work to be both
unpredictable and seem, in hindsight, to have been implicit from the beginning.
The wrangle over targets, size, and definition does not only play out internationally
among MPA professionals but also comes to inform the site specific creation of new LSMPAs.
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The news articles cited at the beginning of this chapter show that appeals to size are thought to
be significant to the public more generally. While later chapters will show how these concerns
contributed to the development of the Cook Islands Marine Park among those stakeholders
directly involved in creating it, the next section explores one instance in which the issue of CIMP
size became entangled with public environmental spectacle. Lagoon Day is an instance, and the
first that was not mediated through local newspapers, in which size as the only clearly defined
characteristic of the CIMP became open to a vestiture of culturally specific meanings.
Lagoon Day: Making Size-Target Abstractions Meaningful on Rarotonga
Lagoon Day in the Cook Islands is a government sponsored environmental education
event for school children and the public that began in 2008. I attended a Lagoon Day on July 1617, 2012 in the village of Arorangi on Rarotonga. It included several educational venues that
stretched from the inland landfill to the beach, the lesson being that everything is connected.
Between these two extremes, in the building that houses the Ministry of Infrastructure and
Planning, busloads of school children from all grade levels waited to see exhibits and to screen a
video about the Cook Islands Marine Park. The film, called “Our Blue Planet,” was produced by
Kevin Iro, a retired rugby celebrity who has become well known for his local and international
advocacy for the CIMP. It featured upbeat music, stock footage of young people enjoying the
beach, and some of the more graphic consequences of marine environmental change. The
purpose of the short four minute film, according to its creators, was to help young Cook Islanders
feel a sense of pride in their country’s global environmental leadership, to facilitate a sense of
ownership of “their” ocean, and to educate them about the importance of marine stewardship
through the CIMP. The rhetoric of the video relied heavily on emotionally situating concepts of
size and quantity. Consider the following transcript:
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The soundtrack was comprised of Santigold’s ambiguously pre-apocalyptic “Desperate
Youth.” The song’s two music videos draw on imagery and themes that are strikingly similar to
“Our Blue Planet.” The first is an animated version of an album cover that features a view of
earth from space, two young boys, and a series of catastrophes. The second video is mostly set in
the coastal tropics and draws heavily on themes of indigenous spirituality, island life, the ocean,
and redemption through the young, specifically the youth of the Global South. There is, thus, a
kind of pre- or unconsciousness in the film itself that moves into visions of the apocalyptic,
through the music video associated with the soundtrack, that bleeds over into the consciousness
of the voice over (“But things are changing. Today our oceans are facing serious issues. Over
fishing. Climate change. Pollution. Illegal poachers are destroying the oceans that we know and
love.”) But apocalypse is also ambiguously juxtaposed with hope in the form of redemption
through identifications among world leaders (in the form of the UN), the Cook Islands as a
nation, and the students that comprised most of the audience. This structure was explicitly
created to evoke emotional responses (a “sense of pride”) to a largely bureaucratic term (the
Cook Islands Marine Park) and to abstractions such as 10% by 2020.
It did its job well. I observed three sets of roughly 20 students view the video. It had
comic moments that evoked laughter. These were primarily the result of the video elements such
as a dog surfing or some of the statements made by celebrities. The students were especially
attentive during the celebrity portion of the film. Teuila Blakely and other cast members from
“Shortland Street,” a long-running TV show in New Zealand that’s also very popular in the Cook
Islands, congratulated the Cook Islands on creating the marine park. They were joined by
Michael Jones (a former rugby union player and coach), J. Williams (New Zealand R&B artist),
and several other celebrities. After the film was over, Mr. Iro would ask a few questions that
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evoked the main messages of the film. What is happening to the ocean? How much is protected?
How big is the Cook Islands Marine Park? The last question was always the same: “Do you want
to watch it again?” Each time the answer was a resounding and collective “Yes!”
But enthusiasm wasn’t limited to school children. It also seemed to foster a sense of pride
among the adults, one of which verbalized a special connection to the moment when the narrator
says, “The world needs a hero,” while an image the Cook Islands flag and map of the marine
park faded onto the screen. As part of the audience, I had a similar reaction. The most powerful
moment for me has always been when the film talks about the comparative size (Four times the
size of New Zealand and eight times the size of England) before moving on to scenes from
Rarotonga and speaking about how one of the smallest countries is doing something so big. It’s a
David and Goliath moment and a trope that never fails to have an impact on me, and one that
became common over the course of creating the CIMP. More generally, the film builds emotion
by tacking through scenes of carefree youth, catastrophe, ethnic and national pride, ecological
collapse, and a sense of place before it introduces quantitative concepts that are derived from
international environmental agreements (specifically the Convention on Biological Diversity’s
Aichi Targets) and government plans to create a 1 million km2 marine spatially planned area.
Introduced by themselves, these ideas are thoroughly abstract. Taken in the context of the video
and its situated viewing, however, they become objects of experience within already shared
patterns of perception and specific life histories.
Let’s take a closer look at how this might be done though a brief analysis of the narration.
A more complete analysis, of course, would take into account the soundtrack and images. For my
purposes, however, it is enough to simply say that these elements reinforce each other. I argue
that “Our Blue Planet” is an example of a Hero’s Journey narrative. I suspect that, given the
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intensely Christian upbringing of most Cook Islanders, that this general structure might be
inflected by the Biblical story of redemption. While my argument doesn’t depend on the
structure’s specifically Christian inflection, I have chosen to break up the narration into seven
stages that I have labelled: (1) the Garden, (2) the Fall, (3) Plan of Salvation, (4) Wandering, (5)
the Advent, (6) the Call, (7) the Second Coming.
The Garden argues for the significance of the ocean as original, peaceful, and bountiful.
Here the size of the ocean is closely linked with its pristine origin: “The largest ocean is the
Pacific Ocean, its original name meaning peaceful sea.” It is also the origin of life by providing
food, water, and air. Our blue planet is void of degradation. This is shown not through the
narrative as much as through images of a pristine blue orb as viewed from space (from heaven?)
and edenic images of animals and islands. Over all of this appears the ratios that would be
meaningless without this context: 72% Ocean, 97% Our Water.
Then comes the Fall (“But things are changing.”) which speaks about threats to the ocean
in terms of pollution, climate change, over fishing, and poaching— the very problems the CIMP
(as a marine garden park) is supposed to solve. This stage, however, also harks back to the
edenic by affirming that these things threaten to destroy the ocean “we know and love.” The
despair of the fall is then relieved through the hope in a Plan of Salvation that comes from world
leaders, specifically the United Nations. It is here that we are introduced to the Aichi Target of
protecting 10% of the ocean by 2020. But there is also a devil in the detail that this target seems
far out of reach. We are Wandering in the Desert, waiting for a Savior (“the world needs a hero”)
that comes in the form of the Cook Islands and its Marine Park. Furthermore, since the edenic
significance of the ocean was related in terms of size and quantity, salvation should also come in
these terms. Hence:
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The Cook Islands will set aside the world’s largest marine park, one million km2 of
protected ocean paradise. The Cook Islands will be the first country in the world to make
such a massive contribution to our ocean’s preservation. It’s 4 times the size of New
Zealand. Eight times the size of England. It’s massive. One of the smallest nations
showing the rest of the world how it’s done. It’s all about the protection of our sea life for
generations to come.
This is a plan of return to paradise. It is a promise of salvation through a political reinstatement
of the edenic superlative, quantitative, and comparative. It is the United Nations as Father
sending the Cook Islands as Son. The video ends with a Call to accept the salvation that has been
offered. “Our future is in our hands.” But the Second Coming, and final redemption, remains
implicit. The CIMP has in a sense been incarnated, but it has not materialized its salvation. One
must wait expectantly for the paradise to come. The world is left in a liminal state.
It is through these already existing structures of perception and imagination, I argue, that
abstractions like the Aichi Targets can become meaningful in the real lives of real people at the
national and local levels. We might think of this kind of process, of which a screening of “Our
Blue Planet” is only one instance, as a pathway through which a cosmos of meaning is invested
in pure abstractions. However, experience of these abstract notions is not only the result of an
overarching rhetorical structure but also of specific content and contexts. “Our Blue Planet” is
comprised of both general and specific images, both the earth from space and groups of Cook
Islands school children, both stock footage of sea life and specific beaches on Rarotonga, both
the UN flag and the Cook Islands flag, both a map of the Cook Islands and recognizable land and
seascapes. The celebrities in the video were already role models for many of the children.
Furthermore, the video was presented by Kevin Iro who is a respected educator, leader, and
sports celebrity. Other things could be mentioned, such as the fact that the production value of
the video was significantly higher than much of the local TV content, making it seem more
authoritative, something to be taken seriously. Its importance and credibility was also marked by
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the fact that it superseded the usual school activities for the day. Any of these specific
dimensions of “Our Blue Planet” could have found resonance with the individual life trajectories
of the viewers.
The Vague and the Vacuous
“Our Blue Planet” was punctuated not only by abstractions that were vacuous by
themselves but also by definitional vagueness. For example, what the marine park was, or was to
become, was never defined. Neither was love. What does it mean to “love” the ocean? What do
we mean by “protection,” specifically? While I have a vague sense that protection is desirable,
especially in the context of the film’s rhetorical structure, I cannot say definitively where
protection begins and “non-protection,” ends. In fact, upon closer inspection we can see that the
video constitutes a scape punctuated by vagueness. Aside from the vagueness of “protection”
and “marine park,” it is not at all clear why references to size and quantity feel significant. At
what point does a larger marine park become more significant (or significantly more significant)
than a smaller one. Is 10% significantly more significant that 12%? Or, is bigger and more
supposed to always be better?
Some of these issues became the object of political tension over the version of “Our Blue
Planet” that was shown at Lagoon Day, which was a cause for debate among members of the
Marine Park Steering Committee. The problem revolved around the use of the term “marine
reserve” in the original cut of the video instead of the term “marine park,” which had already
been used by government and defined negatively as not hindering (but rather adding “value” to)
commercial fishing or Deep Sea Minerals mining. The term “marine reserve” was not used by
government and was more strongly associated with a no-take approach to conservation. The
issue was raised first by the Ministry of Marine Resources (MMR), the administrative branch of
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government responsible for regulating commercial fishing, among other activities. This
sentiment was supported by members of the National Environment Service (NES) and the Office
of the Prime Minister (OPM), who all felt that using a different term would add additional
confusion to the public perception of the marine park initiative by sending different message
from different parts of government. There was also discussion over the use of the terms
protection and management. Protection was preferred by those emphasizing biodiversity
conservation through no-take zones. Management was preferred by government, and several
other stakeholders. At least some in government service said that they wanted to avoid reigniting the politically divisive discussion of whether the CIMP was mainly directed toward
biodiversity conservation or better resource management. Ultimately, the version officially
endorsed by government, and the one that was latter shown publicly on TV, used the term
“marine park.”
As far as the Cook Islands government was concerned, and their concern in this case was
with how they perceived the resonances of these different terms, the issue was settled with regard
to “Our Blue Planet.” However, it is doubtful that most of those who viewed the film would have
noticed. With the exception, perhaps, of those privy to ongoing expert discussions of definition,
in contrast with public discussions in Cook Islands News of what the CIMP meant, what was
important about “Our Blue Planet” was that it provided a framework in which to experience the
CIMP, the Aichi Target of 10% by 2020, and other vague terms and vacuous quantities.
Discussions about the proper use of the terms “marine park” and “marine reserve” by members
of the steering committee contributed to more consistent emerging government policy. However,
once viewed by school children and other members of the public, the term used was experienced
within the contexts of the video and the personal or collective experiences it evoked. “Our Blue
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Planet” evoked overwhelmingly supportive and enthusiastic reactions because it rendered X
(does it matter which term?) something that could be experienced within existing structures of
self, place, nation, and future. The process of creating the world’s largest X was becoming
invested with cultural meaning.
Concluding Reflections
It is clear that the vague terms and vacuous quantities found in “Our Blue Planet” were
not confined to the localized viewing space at Lagoon Day. Instead, they traversed multiple
spaces and contexts from global to local— or from global to gut as it came to be felt in the
bodies of individual viewers, both Cook Islanders and visitors. The tentative argument here is
that vague terms and abstract quantities can be worked upon and passed on into very different
situations without the specific contexts and associated structures of experience that allowed
previous work to unfold. The way the experience of 10% or 1 million square kilometers was
experienced by Cook Islands school children is different from that of technocrats. However,
neither 10% nor CIMP would have become available for school children to experience without
the global, regional, and national forms of work and experience that situate these notions very
differently in sometimes far away administrative and political settings. I find it useful to think in
terms of money. A dollar bill and its value are experienced very differently by a bus driver and a
billionaire, but that does not prevent it from passing from one to the other.
Part of this is tracing a specific mechanism for what anthropologists of globalization have
been arguing for a long time, that things and practices are not only disembedded but also reembedded in specific contexts (Appadurai, 1996). My question, however, is not simply how
vague and abstract notions become meaningful in various new cultural contexts but also, and
more primarily, how these notions act as centers of gravity to help create new contexts. It is
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important to remember, for example, that the CIMP was the occasion for making and presenting
“Our Blue Planet.” The assemblage of people, organizations, places and resources that came
together around the CIMP did not exist prior to the CIMP process. In this sense, its meaning was
its vague unfolding in practice.

146

Chapter 5: Origins and Conditions of the Cook Islands Marine Park
The Cook Islands
The Cook Islands is composed of 15 islands, divided into Northern and Southern groups.
The total landmass is approximately 240 km2, containing a resident population of approximately
18,000, within an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of approximately 2 million km2.
The Cook Islands is a parliamentary democracy that became self-governing on August 4,
1965 and is governed in free associated with New Zealand. This arrangement has been a
continually evolving relationship in which the Cook Islands assumes responsibility for internal
affairs and, increasingly, international relationships, while New Zealand provides diplomatic,
military, and development support. All Cook Islanders are citizens of New Zealand and the value
of the Cook Islands dollar is pegged to the value of the New Zealand dollar. At the same time,
the Cook Islands has signed several important international and bi-lateral agreements and is a
member of several regional and international political bodies. Rarotonga is the seat of
government but outer islands, especially in the Northern Group, are largely self-governing in
local affairs through their Aronga Mana, or traditional leaders.
According to Crocombe’s (1964) detailed description of Cook Islands land tenure, there
are three types of titled chiefs on Rarotonga, with variations in some of the outer islands. These
are the ariki, mata’iapo, and rangatira, which together compose the Aronga Mana. The ariki are
paramount chiefs. Ideally, each of the three districts (vaka) on Rarotonga has one ariki, although
historical contingencies have resulted in several ariki titles in some districts. The ariki are said to
be direct descendants of the founders of each vaka (vaka, the word for district, takes its name
from the word for sailing canoe and refers to the descendants of those who arrived on the same
vessel) and is the titular head of a tribe (vaka). The three districts of Rarotonga are divided into
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subdistricts called tapere which are allotted to a particular mata’iapo or, for one of the tapare,
the ariki of the district. The tapere is the territorial unit for the ngati (major lineage), affinal kin,
and residents of other kinds. The tapere are composed of hamlets, or groups of hamlets, that are
the territorial units of minor lineages (also called ngati). These are led by a rangatira (or
equivalent title). Under the rangatira are the kaito (head of a branch of a minor lineage and
extended family, uanga), the metua (head of household and nuclear family or puna), and unga
(commoners). The Aronga Mana play important roles in national and family life, including
issues related to land tenure, and advise the government on matters of tradition and culture. After
the Cook Islands became self-governing in 1965, two national organization were formed. The
House of Ariki and the Koutu Nui (composed of mata’iapo and rangatira).
“It just happened out of things that got put together”: The Origin of the CIMP
The Prime Minister of the Cook Islands, Henry Puna, introduced the international
community to the Cook Islands Marine Park for the first time in Apia, Samoa on July 21, 2011.
His speech was not about biodiversity conservation or climate change but rather about his
administration’s new Tourism Development Strategy. The world was changing, he argued, and
the integration of all sectors was the key to future development in which the Cook Islands would
need to depend on both the health of its environment and solidarity among all social actors.
Environment, education, traditional culture, agriculture, and fisheries could no longer remain
separate. They must be integrated. He went on to say that:
This approach should not be only integrated on paper but evident on the ground – where
if the taro farmer on Atiu, the fisherman in Aitutaki, the pearl farmer in Manihiki, the
boutique resort owner in Rarotonga, the child who is currently at college or even the
Cook Islander currently living in Auckland or Sydney asks ‘what is in it for me’ – they
would find an answer.

148

For the Prime Minister, who ran his election campaign on the platform of creating a “clean and
green” Cook Islands, integration was about the ability of every Cook Islander to find an answer,
for everyone to find a personal meaning in the same national project of sustainable development.
When he finally mentioned the Cook Islands Marine Park as part of his integrative strategy, it
was as something that is itself an integration of publics, sectors, and goals. He went on to say:
Last week, Government in partnership with our Traditional Leaders and with the support
of Conservation International and SPREP, conducted a series of community consultations
in Rarotonga to garner support for the establishment of a large marine park. … Our
consultations so far have indicated that our public are supportive of allocating
approximately half of our 2.2 million square kilometers of EEZ as a large marine park. …
Protection and Conservation are not the only reasons for establishing a Marine Park. As
with our Tourism Development Strategy we envision that the benefits will be spread
across the pillars of our development – by adding to the appeal of our destination, by
providing educational and research opportunities, by prompting us to practice our
traditional means of harvesting, and so forth.”
I am interested in this “and so forth” of expanding imaginative opportunities, practices and
meanings through which the Cook Islands Marine Park has come into being and continued to
develop, and the processes by which these possibilities may be foreclosed, overtaken, and
redirected. Like the Prime Minister, I am concerned with the problems of sectoral, scalar,
institutional and other forms of fragmentation and the conditions under which new sodalities and
imaginative opportunities can arise when shreds of social matter come together. Like Michael
Fisher and many other ethnographers of the contemporary, I am concerned with the sentiment
expressed by the Prime Minister that the “traditional concepts and ways of doing things no
longer work” (Fischer 2003, p. 9).
Kevin Iro presented his idea for a Cook Islands Marine Park to a room full of Cabinet
Ministers with a PowerPoint presentation made by the son of his friend Robin Grant. Kevin
wasn’t known for being a conservationist, and he isn’t a scientist. Kevin is famous for his time as
a high-profile professional rugby star in New Zealand and for his extensive community work in
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the Cook Islands through his church and the Cook Islands Sports Academy, a school for training
potential professional rugby athletes. As one of Kevin’s close friends told me, “he’s as straight as
anyone you’ll ever meet. He has a great deal of mana.”
Around four years ago, Kevin and Robin were concerned with the same problem. At the
time Kevin was on the Cook Islands Tourism Board. Robin was, and still is, the owner of a hotel
on Rarotonga. They both wanted to find a tangible reason that tourists would want to choose the
Cook Islands over other destinations with similar beaches, palm trees, and entertainment.
Traditional Cook Islands culture had been one of the major ways the state had tried to answer the
question since the beginning of self-government in 1965 (Sissons, 1999), but one could go to
Tahiti or other Polynesian islands and, as far as most tourists are concerned, get a similar
experience.
It is easy to imagine Kevin walking along one of Rarotonga’s beaches, looking over a
massive ocean as it recedes over the horizon when he had his idea. This is an image of him
presented in promotional videos produced by Conservation International. It is just as likely that
he was having one of his many conversations with Robin or was on the rugby field.
The idea was simple enough at first. The Cook Islands had one of the largest Exclusive
Economic Zones in the Pacific but, as far as Kevin could tell, they weren’t doing anything with it
except fishing. He believed that tourists, especially environmentally conscious tourists, would
want to visit the largest marine park in the world. He later learned about the Phoenix Islands
Protected Area (PIPA) and contacted Sue Taei of Conservation International who provided him
with some of the documents that had been used to establish PIPA. These documents became the
basis of some of the first drafts of the CIMP concept and the CIMP Trust, a group of people who
would be responsible for administering the park and its resources.
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One of the Cabinet Ministers in the room for Kevin’s first presentation described the
process as follows:
Well the Marine Park idea picked up a couple of years ago when we were in government.
The idea came from a Cook Islander, another Cook Islander, by the name Kevin Iro. Now
Kevin is a famous rugby league player, I don't know if you know that, and rugby league
in the Cook Islands is a big sport, and he has been living in the Cook Islands for some
time. He came to see me with the idea. It was fairly developed the way that he brought it
but he wanted the government to come on board with the concept and to help with the
development of it. I took interest in it from the start, took interest in it and then we started
to develop the idea, but our Cabinet at the time, the particular officials, especially with
the Marine resources Ministry and the Environment Services had some reservations about
it so it was their advice to the respective ministers that, I suppose, delayed any further
progress from there. But when the new government came in November 2010 the idea had
picked up momentum and so it went on and the new government sort of picked up on it
and started working a little bit more. I think at that point some experts from outside the
region or outside the Cook Islands, within the regional area, one in particular worked on
the Kiribati one in the Phoenix Islands.
Kevin’s message to Cabinet was that the marine park wasn’t a charity but a plan of action. One
Cabinet Minister in particular loved the idea. Wilkie Rassmusen, then the Minister for Marine
Resources, became the champion of the idea in government until the Cook Islands Party won the
national elections in November 2010. Henry Puna was chosen to lead the new government. The
CIMP fit well into his ambitious vision of making the Cook Islands the “cleanest and greenest”
country in the world.
If many, even most, Large-scale Marine Protected Areas (LSMPAs) could be said to have
originated in national commitments to global targets, this wasn’t the case in the Cook Islands.
Neither Kevin nor Robin knew about the growing trend to designate LSMPAs, at least not at
first. As someone who was close to Kevin and Robin told me:
It grew from just an idea. It never was really like: “We’re going to do a marine park and
there really should be one out there.” It didn’t happen like that. It just happened out of
things that got put together. … None of us had any marine biology background, nothing.
And even Sue [Taei] was astounded and asked, “well, why’d you guys do it?” And we
were not completely sure why it actually happened. We just started down this track and it
started going and got some momentum and we thought, “Well, let’s keep it going.”
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And, it kept going…
LSMPA Experts Visit Rarotonga
Kevin’s idea for Cook Islands Marine Park lived a spectral existence until July 2011
when it seemed to make a dramatic transition from primarily an object of public criticism to what
seemed to be overwhelming stakeholder support. The event that changed things was an invitation
by the Prime Minister for Sue Taei, of Conservation International, and Tim Carruthers, my direct
supervisor at SPREP, to visit Rarotonga and talk about their experiences developing LSMPAs.
Taei had been intimately involved in the creation of the Phoenix Islands Protected Area in
Kiribati, which at the time of its declaration was the largest MPA in the world. She was also a
key collaborator in the creation of the Pacific Oceanscape, which like PIPA was the brainchild of
Kiribati President Anote Tong. Tim Carruthers had been involved with the development and
management of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park (GBRMP), which was the first large marine
park in the world. Tim was a marine biologist that had come to SPREP from the University of
Maryland where he worked developing more effective methods for information synthesis and
communication of complex ecological systems to the public and decision makers. He had also
been responsible for my presence at SPREP and much of my intraregional travel.
Taei and Carruthers met with nearly all of the major stakeholders on Rarotonga from the
11th to the 14th of July, 2011. They consulted with the Prime Minister, the Deputy Prime
Minister, the deputy leader of the opposition Wilkie Rasmussen, representatives from
government ministries, a representative from Te Ipukarea Society (a local environmental NGO),
members of the the House of Ariki and Koutu Nui (organizations of traditional leaders). They
also conducted public meetings in each of the three major districts (vaka) on Rarotonga. Their
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presentations in the vaka were the first significant engagement with the public concerning the
Cook Islands Marine Park.
Engaging, or Not Engaging, the Public
While stories had been running in the local newspapers for several years, very little
information about the CIMP was made available to the public before the vaka meetings. As one
observer, and member of the CIMP Steering Committee, put it in one of our conversations:
I think it [public engagement] has been a lot better since Conservation International has
been involved. I think the quality was abysmal initially. That's when Kevin had the idea. I
mean he's a great guy and I love him, but his idea was that it would be led by the
government. This was his idea, him and a friend of his. So Kevin approached MMR and
NES who pooh-poohed it, and then he went to cabinet and they liked the idea. I don't
want to be critical, but if I were to do it I would work from the grassroots up and
introduce the idea at the grassroots. It is valuable having the high-level support and
involvement too, so you need to do both at the same time. But just working at the state
level, and the Cabinet is telling their staff, “this is what you need to do,” and they are
thinking we are the technical people, we should know. It just put them offside it think.
NES is coming around I think, but MMR has been much slower. So that's one area where
I could critique it [the CIMP]. The other is that when it came to engagement with the
media, the newspaper kept calling Kevin and he wasn't filling them in, and he was
sending them to the Office of the Prime Minister. And engagement didn't happen until
much later and by then there was a lot of public speculation about the Marine Park Trust
and who was on it. So people started opposing the idea and wondering about the motives.
Now with Conservation International coming over they had the vaka meetings and that's
what you have to do, by starting at the grassroots level and seeing what people think.
That's when things started improving because Sue is good at engaging with the high
levels and with the grassroots.
Most of public concern revolved around the formation of the Cook Islands Marine Park Trust
(CIMPT). There was little communication with the public about who would be on the Trust or
what its function would be with regard to management of Cook Islands resources. A common
critique is found in the following story published by Cook Islands News in February 2011 that
expresses reservations held by the Ministry of Marine Resources:
The Ministry of Marine Resources believes management and licensing of Cook Islands
offshore fisheries is best left to a government statutory body, rather than a Marine Park
Trust. […] “We would have to be careful about handing this responsibility over to a trust
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assuming it is a small board of people, what their qualifications are, and whether the
future interests of the country would be served by them,” says MMR secretary Ben
Ponia. […] MMR and Environment Services say they don’t know who are the members
of the Marine Park Trust proposed to cabinet last year. […] Ponia says the country’s fish
stocks are already sustainably managed by drawing on a vast network of expertise and
resources from inter-governmental regional and international agencies, national defense
cooperation agreements for surveillance, engagement with the scientific community,
industry consultations and so forth. […] In addition, he says, the Cook Islands EEZ is
mostly oceanic water which is unlikely to harbour any special pelagic biodiversity that
isn’t found in neighbouring EEZ waters. (Cook Islands News, February 25, 2011)
Ponia’s suspicions and criticisms changed little over the development of the CIMP. However,
during this time it was members of the public that could be most critical of the idea of a CIMP
Trust. According to Kevin Iro, a rumor had started to spread that the Trust and the CIMP had ties
to organized crime and that it was a money laundering scheme. Although it may seem farfetched,
such rumors had a basis in previous government scandals that had significant impacts on Cook
Islands sovereignty, the environment, and the lives of many Cook Islanders.
Criminal Ecology in a Micro-State
Jacqueline Evans is the Program Manager of the CIMP at Te Ipukarea Society (TIS),
which is an important partner in the CIMP project and a member of the CIMP Steering
Committee, IUCN, and BirdLife International. She has also conducted some of the most
interesting research on political ecology in the Cook Islands.
Evans has argued that micro-states like the Cook Islands have only “thin layers of
bureaucracy” (2006, p. 49) that render them especially vulnerable to the whims of individual
politicians, international political circumstances, and economic changes. She documented one
such case that involved international organized crime, government corruption in the Cook
Islands, and international financial mechanisms that resulted in severe environmental
degradation of lagoons in Rarotonga. In an extension of a political ecology framework to the
effects of government corruption and international criminal activity, Evans has argued for what
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she has called a criminal ecology approach that focuses on the dark and opaque systems of extralegal actives.
She documents the process through which Cook Islands was forced to default on its large
public debt less than three decades after self-government began. This situation was made
possible, in part, by the smallness of the government bureaucracy that lacked adequate capacity
and checks on the use of power while enabling secrecy among Cabinet members. This allowed
the Minister of Tourism, Norman George, under the Robati government in 1987, to unilaterally
sign an agreement with an Italian construction company (Sicel SpA) to build a luxury hotel on
Rarotonga. This deal ultimately placed the Cook Islands government in debt to the Italian
Instituto Nazionale di Credito per il Lavoro Italiano all’Estro (ICLE) bank of Rome for US$32
million.
In October 1990, not long after construction on the Italian-Cook Islands Hotel
Development began, Sicel SpA was placed under receivership by the Italian government.
However, before going into receivership, the company had spent most of the loan for which the
Cook Islands government was responsible without delivering results. Soon after, ICLE
contracted another Italian construction company, Stephany SpA, to continue the work. However,
the new deal involved taking on more public debt. Next, several employees of an Italian
insurance company and guarantor of the ICLE loan (SACE SpA) were implicated in a massive
roundup of mafia in Italy. By the end of summer 1993, many of the employees of ICLE and
SACE SpA were either in jail or under investigation. Funds for the building project were
subsequently frozen and Stephany SpA employees returned to Italy.
The Italian-Cook Islands Hotel Development (which is now commonly known as the
Sheraton scandal) had immediate disastrous effects on the environment. Excavation for fill

155

material, needed due to inadequate planning, caused erosion and increased sedimentation of the
lagoon. This led to measurable coral death. Even more serious, however, were the effects of the
public debt on Rarotonga’s environment. By 1996, the national debt of the Cook Islands totaled
US$130 million, with US$79 million from the Italian-Cook Islands hotel loan. This debt burden
was enough to place the micro-state in serious financial trouble. When the Cook Islands turned to
development partners for help, it came at the cost of structural adjustment measures that both
sought to boost tourism and gutted the public service sector, including the National Environment
Service. Rarotonga experienced a boom in tourism related developments and a significant lack of
environment oversight. The result was coastal erosion, increased pollution, more toxic algae
blooms, and other detrimental effects. The unfinished hotel was still standing when I was living
in Rarotonga. This reminder, along with more recent government scandals, would have formed
an important part of the political climate and public reception of seemingly secretive plans to
form a CIMP Trust.
One of the earliest statements by government (specifically by Wilkie Rassmusen, who
was the Minister of Marine Resources for the Democratic Party at the time) to Cook Islands
News suggested that the CIMP would be the largest in the world and that it would not affect
commercial fishing or seabed mining:
The potential marine park would cover all the territorial waters of the southern
group
islands. According to the proposal the park would not mean a ban on fishing, seabed
mining and other activities but would mean they would have to be conducted in a
sustainable manner … Rasmussen’s office told Cook Islands News yesterday that while
the minister did not mind if the proposal was made public, he was not ready to comment
yet on the marine park concept. According to the proposal, the establishment of the Cook
Islands Marine Park will not only serve as a means of protecting a part of our waters, but
also as a way of attracting funding to implement environmental protection projects and
programmes. The economic potential for marketing the ‘world’s largest marine park’ is
also being considered as a way to target environment conscious visitors to a destination
that is clean and green. (Cook Islands News, May 10, 2010)
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Little had changed by March 2011, after the Cook Islands Party (CIP) had won the November
2010 national elections:
Few details have been disclosed to the Public by Iro, but it is believed that the trust will
control and manage the Park, and reap income from it. Puna as Environment Minster has
taken over the initiative. When asked if he would have public consultations on the matter
he said that he would like to float the suggestion through Cook Islands News to see if
there is any feedback on the idea. (Cook Islands News March 29, 2011)
Even in defense of the CIMP from public criticism, little detail was given about what the concept
was or what it was intended to do. This did not stop Wilkie Rassmusen, who had become deputy
leader of the opposition, from coming to the aid of the project he continued to support:
I want to reiterate that as a member of parliament, Penrhyn MP, and former minister of
marine services, I am in full support of the marine park concept and want to assure the
critics that the system being set up is one where the government clearly sees the benefits
including income that will come through from activities (associated with) the marine
park. [The proposal is a] money-making exercise for only a small group of people are not
true and completely unfounded….If we set up the park, the Cook Islands will basically be
the leading Pacific Islands country going down that track and there are in fact a lot of
people who will pay money for those things to be maintained. (qt in Cook Islands News
April 3, 2011)
Little had changed immediately before the vaka meetings. Aside from criticism of the Trust,
these statements sum up the extent of the information about the marine park available to, and the
mode of communication with, the public until July 11, 2012 when Taei and Carruthers visited
Rarotonga.
While this situation could be seen as a failure either by Iro or government to keep the
public informed, I argue that it would have been difficult to give more detail about the CIMP.
Cabinet submissions and information papers to government had been more detailed than
statements to the Public. However, these did not necessary reflect a stance by government. They
are, instead, better viewed as a starting point for the idea as submitted by Kevin Iro. They were
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based on the documents drafted to create PIPA and, as such, did not necessarily reflect the
political, social, or ecological situation in the Cook Islands.
I found early, unfinished, draft regulations for the CIMP that based the CIMP concept on
the principle of biodiversity conservation and, given the language, were likely based on Iro’s
early proposal. The CIMP, even from this early stage, was to be a zoned multiple use area. No
activity was to occur that could harm the ecological integrity of ecosystems in the CIMP without
the consent of a CIMP governing body. A monitoring program was to be developed to evaluate
the extent to which the goals of the management plan were being met. The management plan was
to make sure that all activities within the CIMP would benefit present and future generations. To
this end, the CIMP was to conserve and manage marine systems, threatened species,
economically significant species; facilitate “interpretation” of marine systems for conservation,
education, and tourism; accommodate a broad spectrum of use activities compatible with
sustainable development; provide for research and training; and ensure consistency among all
activities. A similar statement was also made in a government document about the CIMP in
March 2011.
These documents, which are relatively detailed, did not represent a view of government
on the marine park but was an example of what the CIMP could become based on what Kiribati
had done. It did not address the criticism leveled by the Ministry of Marine Resources that
marine resources within the Cook Islands EEZ were already sustainably managed by experts
within the ministry with the support of regional and international agencies. In fact, the MMR
view represented a consensus of the government bodies responsible for various dimensions of
marine resource and biodiversity management. Therefore, while early documents presented
conservation values as the basis of the CIMP, this rationale was not representative of the actual

158

scientific thinking in government administration. One member of the CIMP Steering Committee
explained the initial reaction of scientists in country.
I was a bit skeptical about it at first mainly because of the whole biodiversity factor,
because places are valued more when they have higher number of species, and coral reefs
hold more species than the open ocean. So to me I thought the ra’ui [traditional protected
areas] are the important MPAs because they hold so much biodiversity compared with
the open ocean. So that was my initial thinking. […] But after Sue Taei came I started to
see how it could be quite a good thing to involve a large number of people in this
initiative and for people to have pride in the fact that the Cook Islands has this marine
park and, therefore, you could involve a lot of people in the country to motivate them to
focus a bit more on conservation. So she helped me change my thinking about it. […]
Those in opposition to this idea were people that were the scientists, the biologists in the
country. The logic is there, they had the same questions I did, the biodiversity's not there.
It's on land and not the open ocean so much. But I think also they thought it was an extra
layer of work, when we just want to get on with making the ra’ui. I can see their reasons.
[…] I think it was also that they were the experts and they thought people should be
listening to them and when people don't they get irritated. But one biologist in particular
has been so against it, but he may be coming around. For him it's also "we manage the
fisheries already" so it’s partly ego and territory but also logical in that, "why do you
want an extra layer of management, why not build our [existing] management structure."
Given the perceived lack of a clear rationale within government administration for creating a
new large-scale marine park that focused on an already managed area, it is not surprising that
government said little about what the CIMP was or would become. Neither is it surprising that
Kevin Iro did not make detailed statements to the press. As a private citizen his ability to speak
on behalf of what had become a government initiative was quite limited. Nevertheless, this
relative silence by government and Iro was interpreted by some in the public as evidence of
corruption.
The inability of government to give specific reasons for creating the CIMP, aside from
ambiguous references to increased tourism and international recognition, or details about what
the CIMP would look like, aside from not preventing existing and potential extractive activities,
signals a lack of what Michael Fischer (2004) has called ethical plateaus or “the strategic terrains
on which multiple technologies interact, creating a complex topology for perception and decision
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making” (Fischer, 2004, p. 30). These topologies that support perception and decision making
take time and are “created through accretion and sedimentation” (Fortun & Fortun 2005, p. 47).
They work by giving grounds, or lending support, to the work that must be done with regard to
issues that are felt to be deeply consequential. Like the U.S. Supreme Court, to borrow Fischer’s
example, that cannot make decisions until lower courts make decisions and a host of participants
contribute their arguments, the Cook Islands government was attempting to take action on
consequential issues (such as development, economic security, and environmental sustainability
in an age of serious threats) without the ability to give precise justifications for its actions.
Rather than having grounds on which to proceed, government was under an obligation to
create the grounds on which it could govern people, resources, and the shifting relationships
among them. Government need to do something on many interrelated issues. Cook Islanders
were increasingly leaving for New Zealand, Australia, and elsewhere, leading to severe
depopulation. The national economy since self-government has had to become less reliant on
international aid, especially government budgetary support. The country’s heavy reliance on a
few sectors, specifically tourism and to a lesser extent commercial fishing, was recognized as a
problem of economic security. Both local and global environmental problems, from lagoon
health to climate change were immediate concerns. All of this was compounded by the thin
layers of government bureaucracy, recognized by Evans (2006), that made announcements like
the CIMP relatively easy but follow through more difficult. It is not difficult to understand the
feeling among leaders that something must be done about compounding challenges even if clear
reasons and means were not ready at hand. It was under these conditions that the government
both could not speak clearly and sought international experts that had been involved in roughly
analogous projects elsewhere.
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Marine Park Metaphors
One means through which visiting experts were able to speak about the CIMP in ways
that government could not was through the liberal introduction of new, or evocation of existing,
metaphors. Taei spoke of the CIMP variously in terms of ra’ui (traditional protected areas that
are usually on land or in the lagoon), a bank account through which interest can accrue, and an
insurance policy. Both metaphors of banking and insurance fell under a more general metaphor
of ownership. Explaining a Large-Scale MPA in terms of a ra’ui was helpful for several reasons.
First, people understood the idea of a ra’ui, which had once disappeared in Rarotonga but were
reintroduced in the 1990s. The metaphor that the CIMP was a large ra’ui also came at a time
when traditional leaders were negotiating the role of government in the enforcement and
monitoring of ra’ui. At the heart of the negotiations was the status of chiefly authority over
resources. Ra’ui did not have legal status at the time of my fieldwork and violation of a tapu on
an area or resource could not be punished. The effectiveness of the ra’ui system depended
completely on respect for chiefly authority. One proposal was to allow government to give legal
status to declared ra’ui. This was seen as problematic by some of the traditional leaders because
it was seen as further eroding their authority. Part of the appeal of the CIMP as a large ra’ui
seemed to be in its convergence with the hope of many of the traditional leaders for increased
influence within processes of government decision making.
One of the most powerful metaphors was displayed on a PowerPoint slide of the
presentation given to the public which had the phrase “Protecting what we own” displayed next
to a map of the proposed CIMP boundary. Within days the idea of ownership turned up several
times in Cook Islands News in relation to the marine park. In a story that ran immediately after
the public meetings, Kevin Iro was quoted as saying, “This marine park is about Cook Islanders
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protecting what we own” (Cook Islands News, July 15, 2011). The idea of ownership of the deep
ocean encompassed by an Exclusive Economic Zone is relatively new, but it was used by
participants to argue for expanding the boundaries of the proposed CIMP from nearly half of the
EEZ to the entire zone. This happened in the Takitumu public meeting on Wednesday evening.
According to a Cook Islands News report:
Any hesitation to support the project stemmed from a belief that the marine park should
encompass the entire exclusive economic zone (EEZ), rather than just the proposed one
million square kilometres of it. …One mama stood up and said: “You say to protect what
we own, but to me we own the whole lot! We should protect the whole lot.”
Mii Kauvai of Muri Environment Care group said she came to the public meeting
undecided about whether to back the marine park proposal.
“After listening to the presentation and looking at what you’ve got there,” she said,
pointing to a slide reading ‘Protecting what we own’, “I embrace this project.” (Cook
Islands News, July 17, 2011)
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(Above: A slide from the original vaka presentation to stakeholders.)
This was a common reaction to the presentation. Before the vaka meetings, coverage of
the CIMP and CIMP Trust in the news, including letters to the editor, was mostly critical. After
the meetings, the general consensus in news coverage and among those involved in planning the
project was that the CIMP had an unusually large number of supporters from diverse interest
groups including: the House of Ariki and the Koutu Nui, the opposition Democratic Party, local
NGOs, the general public in Rarotonga, and those from the Northern Group islands that were
able to attend.
Nearly a year later, I interviewed a member of the Koutu Nui, who was also on the CIMP
Steering Committee, about the role of traditional leadership in the Cook Islands and in the
marine park, specifically. He insisted that:
Traditional leaders are the owners of this nation. But they represent each island and each
tribe in the islands. And all the people of the Cook Islands own this place. We own the
sea that we have and the land. So that is why I very strongly support the idea of the
government agreeing that traditional leaders should have a representative in the marine
park group and learned too that in 2007 or 2009 the United Nations … did say that
traditional peoples, the ones who get onto that place first, are the owner of their land,
territory and waters. So I’m glad that today there is a record to show that we should have
a representative in the marine park. I would say that in our country there are many things
to do with land or sea and running of the nation as well, but not to run the government.
No, we have chosen a government which is a group of people we have elected to manage
our resources, our lands, our sea and put in laws that will protect and push for the benefit
of all. But it is not an owner. Government is not an owner. So anything the government
decides to do they should come back to us.
This line of thought was very common among the traditional leaders I spoke with about the
marine park. They tended to see a distinction between the government (the managers) and the
people of the Cook Islands (the owners), represented by the Aronga Mana.
I didn’t find anyone who knew for certain how far forms of marine tenure extended
beyond the reef before European contact, or exactly what form it would have taken.
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Nevertheless, ideas of traditional resource management mixed easily with recent international
legal regimes, such as UNCLOS. When traditional leaders spoke about the ocean they “owned,”
they included the waters of the EEZ, a notion that was important for Cook Islands leaders almost
since the start of self-government in 1965 but which didn’t become a legal reality until 1994.
The ownership metaphor wandered beyond notions that the people of the Cook Islands
own the deep ocean encompassed by the EEZ. It also extended to the idea that the public should
own the CIMP concept itself and own the process through which it would be realized. This was
expressed in terms of the need for broad public ‘buy-in’ and grass roots ownership. The
following was noted in a government report on the public vaka meetings:
It was noted to invite more input and participation from the grassroots level. Attendants
at two community meetings voiced their disappointment in the lack of grassroots
presence and suggested vigorous promotions for future consultations. Recommendations
were put forward for more community consultations to ensure community buy in and
ownership of the marine park concept.
This notion of buy-in and community ownership of a political process makes sense within
dominant discourses of stakeholder participation, where the term stakeholder refers to
participants who have rights in the development of a venture. (see chapter 6 for more on the idea
of the stakeholder).
The CIMP as National Integration: Fisheries, Deep Seabed Minerals Mining, Tourism,
Environment
The CIMP was presented at the July public meetings as a project in integrated ocean
management. When explaining why large-scale MPAs are important, Taei said that:
Usually countries manage their EEZ in a sectorial, isolated fashion - marine does its
thing, transport does its thing, tourism does its thing and the fishermen do their thing.
They’re not operating within a vision of what the country wants for its area of ocean. The
marine park gives you a chance to articulate a vision of what you really believe the ocean
should be doing as part of your domain. If you leave it up to single-sector interests the
experience is you end up degrading other values. (qt in Cook Islands News July 12, 2011)
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She argued that the CIMP would allow comprehensive management of EEZ and would require
agreement and compromise between fishermen, government, tourism operators and shippers,
along with other interest groups. Because a CIMP was to bring together various sectors of ocean
management and, according to some of the participants, give a greater voice to communities in
decision making about marine resources, it became entangled with several politically contentious
issues, including ideas about biodiversity conservation, commercial fisheries and potential Deep
Seabed Minerals (DSM) mining. All three ways of thinking about the ocean-space of the Cook
Islands had counterparts at the Pacific regional scale. The CIMP was pledged as a contribution to
the Pacific Oceanscape. Deep Sea Minerals mining in the Cook Islands was part of a regional
DSM mining initiative supported by the EU and the SPC. Commercial fisheries managers in the
Cook Islands work on the regional scale under the auspices of the Western and Central Pacific
Fisheries Commission (WCPFC) and the Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA) to regulated highly
migratory stocks.
Commercial Fisheries Management
Public concern with commercial fisheries revolved around several related issues. The first
was unease with how the Ministry of Marine Resources was handling the sale of fishing licenses
to foreign companies, especially in the northern Cook Islands. There were reports from residents
in the North that commercial fishing vessels had been spotted from shore, which if true would
mean they were in violation of a ban on commercial fishing within 12 nautical miles of each
island. The Ministry of Marine Resources denied that such sightings were possible, but
suspicions and reports continued. This was one of the primary concerns of Cook Islanders from
the Northern Group who wanted to be included in the CIMP. It was believed that being a part of
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the CIMP would give them greater protection from what they believed to be overfishing by
commercial vessels.
Others disapproved of a new exploratory fishing scheme implemented by the MMR that
granted 17 new fishing licenses for big eye tuna, broadbill swordfish, and purse seine fishing for
skipjack tuna. The new program was a necessary research phase in an attempt to establish Cook
Islands rights within the fisheries for these species. Disapproval of the program and those
implementing it within the MMR revolved around two key issues. At the forefront was the
secrecy that seemed to surround the issuing of licenses by the MMR. One letter published in the
Cook Islands News was tilted “What now, Fishgate?” and is representative of much of the
discourse concerning the licensing plan:
There’s growing opposition to the way the government – through its Ministry of Marine
Resources – is handling the future of our oceans. One MMR official, who blames the
media for the public reaction, needs to realise the backlash is because of the way they
have foisted the fishery plan on an unsuspecting public, and signing the memorandum of
understanding with China WITHOUT consultation was a strategic mistake. A bit like
Sholan Ivaiti and Sir Terepai Maoate foisting their Toa scheme on the public without
discussion, because they felt they knew better. In a recent email [… ] Josh Mitchell
replies that he hopes to see people attend the public consultations next week. “Personally,
I don't think I've ever seen the media whip up the mass hysteria as well as they have this
time around. A pity they didn't let the facts stand in the way of telling 'a good story'. And
when all else fails, just throw in the word 'Chinese' and watch the horror of the general
public grow. Anyway, I'll save my views for the appropriate forum, which will be at the
planned public consultation – where dare I say it, we might actually be able to have an
informed debate, instead of distorted media tripe.” One person emailed the newspaper to
comment: “He believes anyone with a different opinion is stupid or misinformed and
should be marginalised. He forgets that these fish belong to the people – not to the MMR
and its cronies. If the majority is AGAINST it, for ANY reason, it shouldn't go through.
A lousy $7 million for the rape of our oceans? How much of that is earmarked for a new
MMR headquarters?” (Cook Islands News archive, April 19, 2011)
The title “Fishgate” was a reference to “Toagate,” a failed attempt by government under the
leadership of Prime Minister Jim Marurai to buy a facility from Toa Petroleum in 2009. The
scandal had both political and economic consequences, resulting in the firing of Deputy Prime
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Minister Terepai Maoate, the sacking of the Prime Minister from the Democratic party, and an
extra tax levied on the public to pay a court ordered government obligation to Toa Petroleum of
NZ$1.7 million (Jonassen, 2011). Toagate was the result of Cabinet secrecy and was explicitly
linked in public discourse with the decade old Sheraton Hotel debacle (Jonassen, 2011). The
exploratory fishing scheme was also evocative of an episode in which the MMR granted 16
annual fishing licenses to Taiwanese vessels through the Cook Islands Northern Fishing
Company (NCIFC) in 2008. After the NCIFC failed to meet some of its contract obligations, an
audit found that the MMR had acted in violation of the Cook Islands Marine Resources Act
(Cook Islands News, April 23, 2011).
The common theme of these scandals is a lack of government transparency and
consultation on issues that affected the public. Managing Editor of the Cook Islands News, John
Woods, crystalized this sentiment in an editorial that drew upon Evans’s work on the Sheraton
scandal.
Evans believes the … Sheraton scandal was much worse than the current Toagate
financial blunder, and concluded: “Personally, I think that if we fostered a culture of
transparency so that free and immediate online access to cabinet minutes was normal
practice, the opportunity would be given for public input and healthy debate so that we
don’t find ourselves in this fix again.”
It’s true that both the Sheraton and Toagate deals were done in the secrecy of Cabinet
meetings, with deliberate intent to deny the public of the right to know – and this is
wrong morally and democratically. (Cook Islands News, May 3, 2010)
Woods editorial was both a celebration and a call to vigilance regarding freedom of the press.
The Cook Islands is the only Pacific Islands country with Freedom of Information
legislation, which was patterned on New Zealand’s Official Information Act (OIA) and
implemented in October 2009 (Woods, 2010). The Cook Islands OIA repealed the Official
Secrets Act 1951. However, OIA requests are often not effective at securing information,
especially regarding government issued fishing licenses. On July 31, 2012, Cook Islands News
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submitted an OIA request to the Ministry of Marine Resources for information on what appeared
in the national budget to be 20 additional licenses under its exploratory fishing program. The
request was denied. In response to the query about whether the MMR had issued additional
fishing licenses, the Secretary of the MMR, Ben Ponia wrote:
Pursuant to section 18 of the OIA Act I have decided that further elaboration of this
request is not warranted primarily on the basis that the request is frivolous. (qt. in Cook
Islands News, August 16, 2012)
Secretary Ponia also responded to an OIA request about details of the fishing licenses
themselves:
I have decided that details of the license agreements will be withheld pursuant to sections
8 & sections 6 of the OIA Act primarily on the basis that fishing license (sic) are a
commercial and confidential arrangement between the Crown and the fishing vessel
owner or operator and that disclosure could prejudice the entrustment of information to
Government, maintenance of law and to prevent improper gain or improper advantage.
(Cook Islands News, August 16, 2012)
At the time of writing, the MMR has denied another OIA request by Cook Islands News
regarding a settlement reached with the owners of a purse seine vessel found to be fishing
illegally in Cook Islands waters. The Ministry also threatened legal action if any details of the
arrangement were subsequently published (Cook Islands News, September 12, 2014).
The exploratory fishing scheme also raised concerns among conservation groups about
increased shark finning within the Cook Islands. Te Ipukarea Society wrote articles and letters to
Cook Islands News expressing its concern and calling for a ban on technologies that were seen as
specifically targeting sharks (e.g. wire traces). The issue of shark conservation was most visible,
however, through the work of another local NGO, the Pacific Islands Conservation Initiative
(PICI). PICI was lobbying for an EEZ-wide shark sanctuary that would complement the already
existing Cook Islands Whale Sanctuary. Both groups took issue with a new draft National Plan
of Action (NPOA) for Sharks. During a public consultation held by the MMR it became clear
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that the Ministry’s plan for a sustainable shark fishery was not supported by stakeholders. Te
Ipukarea Society, PICI, the Natural Heritage Trust, and the Aronga Mana voted unanimously for
a zero retention of sharks policy.
Within a week of the NPOA meeting stories began running in Cook Islands News about
an international surveillance operation led by the New Zealand Navy that had allegedly found
approximately 3 tons of shark fins aboard a transit vessel in Cook Islands waters. The value of
the fins was estimated to be worth $3 million (Cook Islands News, June 22, 2012). In a
parliamentary session deputy leader of the opposition, Wilkie Rassmusen, claimed that he knew
from a reliable source that the fins were indeed found and that one of the vessels caught in the
operation was owned by Luen Thai, a company that had been awarded some of the exploratory
fishing licenses. The Minister of Marine Resources, Teina Bishop, denied knowledge of any
shark fins and later denied that any had been found (Cook Islands News, June 22, 2012). The
MMR immediately released a statement saying that the allegations were not true and that Cook
Islands News was guilty of sensationalism. Cook Islands News insisted on the validity of its
multiple sources, some of which were claimed to be “close to MMR” (Cook Islands News, June
22, 2012).
A result was further anger among members of the public. Several readers wrote
responses:
Just how many sharks would have been killed to produce 3,000 kg of shark fins? What is
the maximum fine that can be imposed on the offenders? What is the maximum jail term
that can be imposed on the offenders? (Cook Islands News, June 23, 2012)
Numerous calls to Cook Islands News last week before even going to parliament is
evidence that shark fins were caught on board a Luen Thai vessel by the New Zealand
navy ship, oops, but hey, now that the billionaire director is here, let’s stay hush-hush aye
Mr Bishop. (Cook Islands News, June 27, 2012)
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The New Zealand Navy would not comment on the report, saying that it was a local matter and
any information about the operation would need to be released by the the Cook Islands MMR.

A new version of the Cook Islands $3 dollar bill printed in Cook Islands News. The explanation
of the image reads: “A shark lover angry with reports of shark fins discovered on board vessels
fishing in our waters has sent in their version (below) of what our $3 banknote might look like in
a few years’ time. They have taken the original ‘Ina and the shark’ painting by artist Rick
Welland and tweaked it to show Ina – now wearing a conical Asian bamboo hat – and the
original coconut she was holding is now the shark’s dorsal fin dripping with blood. The shark is
also missing its pectoral fins on the side, as well as tall caudal fin at the back” (Cook Islands
News, June 23, 2012).
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A political cartoon showing a New Zealand Naval officer discovering shark fins while MMR
seems to be willfully blinded by a Chinese man. Printed in Cook Islands News. (Cook Islands
News July 20, 2012)
Employees of the MMR, including the Secretary Ponia, attempted to quell rumors and
what they saw as the pernicious effects of misinformation and irresponsible reporting. Several
long letters and articles were published explaining the regional context of the exploratory fishing
program and other decisions made by the Ministry. Key to their explanations was the fact that all
of the targeted species are highly migratory, spanning the Pacific Ocean from East to West. In
addition, nearly all migratory tuna is caught in the western Pacific Ocean, with only
approximately 0.2% caught in the Cook Islands, according to MMR data obtained from regional
sources. This means that even a total ban on fishing within the Cook Islands EEZ would have a
negligible effect on fisheries conservation, since, they argued, these fish would simply be caught
elsewhere. Furthermore, the MMR provided evidence that all fisheries within the Cook Islands
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were not exploited at dangerous levels but were instead “under-exploited.” The argument was, in
part, that the Cook Islands has a right to its share of fish under international law and that
exploratory fishing is a form of research that is necessary to establish the parameters of new
fisheries. These arguments seemed to make little difference, however, at least if letters to the
editor are used as an indicator. A sense of mistrust of the MMR and its dealing with foreign
companies, in particular Chinese companies, persisted in public discourse.
The point to be made about public discourse within national media (confirmed in my own
conversations with several of the CIMP Steering Committee members and other stakeholders) is
that commercial fisheries and the conduct of the MMR had become highly visible political
issues. The MMR’s management of the exploratory fishing program was associated with
previous national scandals. This is important for at least two reasons. The first is general.
Through national coverage of commercial fisheries, the management of the Cook Islands EEZ
was made more visible. Perhaps this is not very surprising in an island nation with a a dramatic
contrast between the availability of terrestrial and marine resources. The second reason is more
specific. Public frustration with the MMR was palpable before, and certainly during, the vaka
consultations with Sue Taei and Tim Carruthers. Within this context it makes sense that ideas
like public participation, multi-sector management, and metaphors of ownership were so
effective. It is my contention that one of the important reasons the CIMP was so vigorously
supported by a broad spectrum of interested parties was the atmosphere of frustration with
government secrecy and, specifically, the opacity of the MMR. This argument was confirmed by
one Steering Committee member who told me that there was nothing in the EEZ for a CIMP to
manage except tuna and (perhaps someday) manganese nodules. Another member told me that

172

the structure of the MMR was a major concern, with power concentrated in the hands of the
Secretary and the Minister.
Deep Seabed Minerals Mining
The other important extractive sector was Deep Seabed Minerals (DSM) mining. The
Cook Islands was the first country in the world to draft legislation to regulate DSM mining.
Government hoped to eventually exploit what is reported to be significant deposits of manganese
nodules, especially in the northern Cook Islands.
Manganese, or polymetallic, nodules are rock concretions that range in size from the
microscopic to roughly the size, and shape, of a large potato. Nodules line the seabed in various
parts of the oceans and have been found in high concentrations in the Cook Islands EEZ,
especially in the Northern Group, outside the boundaries of the CIMP. Manganese nodules are
found in Cook Islands waters at extreme depths of around 5000 meters. The target mineral is
cobalt (forming 0.41% of nodule composition) with manganese (16%), nickel (0.45%), Copper
(0.23%), and rare earth minerals (trace amounts) also occurring as byproducts (Secretariat of the
Pacific Community, 2013).
Two other types of mineral deposits are also targets for future deep seabed mining. These
are Seafloor Massive Sulfides, which are products of hydrothermal vent activity, and Cobalt
Rich Crusts, which are found in thin layers under the surface of some seamounts. Only
pollymetallic nodules are potentially commercially viable in the Cook Islands EEZ.
Preparations started for eventual seabed minerals mining in the Pacific region in the
1970s. What is now known as the Secretariat of the Pacific Community Applied Geoscience and
Technology Division (SOPAC Division of SPC, and more commonly referred to as SOPAC) was
created in 1972 to help Pacific Islands countries negotiate increasing international interest in
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Pacific mineral resources, specifically oil and manganese nodules (Howorth, 2009). Until
recently, however, the technological capacity wasn’t available to make DSM mining feasible. In
the meantime, international institutions were created (including the UN International Seabed
Authority); scientific research was conducted, and exploratory licenses were granted in
international ocean areas.
By the time I started fieldwork, however, the Toronto based Nautilus Minerals, Inc. was
on track to begin commercial scale mining of Seafloor Massive Sulfides (SMS) within the Papua
New Guinea EEZ in 2013. Using a proprietary assemblage of technologies derived from mining
and space industries, Nautilus has been able to harvest SMS, taken from dormant hydrothermal
vents. These vents contain high concentrations of Copper, Gold, and Silver. In addition, several
Pacific Island countries had been approached by international mining companies, prompting
Pacific Island leaders to contact SOPAC for advice. Funding was then secured by SOPAC from
the European Union for a four year SPC-EU Deep Sea Minerals Project that is intended to help
Pacific Island countries establish a regional legal and regulatory framework for seabed mining
and build national capacity. One important goal of the project was to avoid a so-called “race to
the bottom” scenario in which Pacific island countries would compete with each other to offer
the most favorable terms to multinational mining companies.
This move by SOPAC prompted a strong response from some environmental and
community NGOs in the Pacific, but especially in Papua New Guinea and Fiji. In February 2012
an influential article ran in the regional magazine Islands Business that was critical of SOPAC’s
conduct. In particular, the article claimed that broad regional consultation on the issue was
ignored in favor of top-down policy creation. SOPAC, it was argued, was taking steps to create
regulations without first facilitating regional dialogue about whether the Pacific wanted DSM
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mining in the first place. It also alleged that SPC-SOPAC was ignoring the precautionary
principle that, according to NGO representatives, obligated countries to forego a development
project unless it is shown to be safe for the environment.
Near the end of 2011, while working as an intern for the Secretariat of the Pacific
Regional Environment Program (SPREP), I was asked to attend a Deep Sea Minerals workshop
in Fiji that was sponsored by the Secretariat of the Pacific Community (SPC), the government of
Fiji, the International Seabed Authority and was part of the SPC-EU Deep Sea Minerals Project.
One of the primary objectives of the event was to obtain stakeholder input on a Regional Legal
and Regulatory Framework (RLRF) for Deep Sea Minerals mining that would help Pacific Island
countries draft mining legislation. I participated in a legal working group along with
representatives of Pacific Island countries and lawyers from the International Seabed Authority,
the Secretariat of the Pacific Community, an independent consulting firm, and NORI, a mining
company with interests in the region. It was at this regional meeting that I first spoke with Paul
Lynch, legal consultant on DSM mining for the Cook Islands Deputy Prime Minister Tom
Marsters, and Joseph Brider, of the Cook Islands National Environment Service.
The economic possibilities of manganese nodules have been important for the Cook
Islands almost since it achieved self-government on August 4, 1965. On July 29, 1974 Albert
Henry, the first Premier21 of the Cook Islands, addressed the 46th meeting of the UN Convention
on the Law of the Sea to advocate for a 200 nautical mile EEZ that would give his country access
not only to fisheries but perhaps also seabed resources (UNCLOS, 1974). From nearly the
beginning, then, seabed mining was seen as a potential means of nation building and future
economic benefit for the Cook Islands. The Cook Islands was also an early member of the
21

The position of head of government in the Cook Islands was the Premier from 1965 to 1981 when role
changed to Prime Minister to reflect the country’s shifting relationship with New Zealand.
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organization that became SOPAC, joining at the organizations second meeting in Tonga in 1973
(Howorth, 2011). Given the longstanding national interest in seabed mining, it is not surprising
that it was the Cook Islands that first passed deep seabed mining legislation on March 31, 2009
(Lynch, 2011).
Currently, DSM mining is seen by the Cook Islands government as an important potential
resource for building a secure economy that is dependent on tourism revenue and, to a lesser
extent, commercial fishing. Mining may also be one of the Cook Islands best chances for
achieving “developed” country status, according to Mark Brown, the Cook Islands Finance
Minister, who told the Guardian that DSM mining “has the potential to basically transform our
economy hugely significantly with just the value of the resources sitting on the sea floor” (Neate,
2013). Given DSM mining’s history in the imagination of Cook Islands and regional leaders, it
may not be surprising that none of the major stakeholder groups in the Cook Islands opposed
DSM mining in national waters in principle.
Still many people were ambivalent about DSM mining in the Cook Islands EEZ. While
Te Ipukarea Society (TIS) didn’t reject DSM mining in Cook Islands waters, for example, they
insisted that if mining were conducted it must be preceded by biological research into deep sea
ecosystems, Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs), and other precautionary measures. It
was, furthermore, a policy drafted by TIS members to the same effect that was adopted by the
IUCN at its annual World Conservation Congress in Jeju, Korea from September 6-15, 2012.
This has also consistently been the stance of government in its pursuit of DSM mining in the
Cook Islands.
The Aronga Mana I spoke with (mostly those on the CIMP Steering Committee and those
that attended public DSM meetings in the Cook Islands) were perhaps even more ambivalent
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about DSM mining. Their views were probably also more diverse. In the national consultation on
DSM mining sponsored by the SPC-EU Seabed Minerals Project, one member of the Koutu Nui
stood up and said:
The traditional leaders have seen how mining has harmed other countries. We want to be
involved till the end to make sure it is safe. … When god created the world and gave the
gold to Papua New Guinea and the manganese nodules to the Cook Islands, God didn’t
say don’t touch it. Only the apple God said not to touch. We are here to support you, to
work to get this resource for our grandchildren.
The same person later recounted how he remembered his father talking about manganese
nodules, and how the Cook Islands might someday benefit from them. He echoed Albert Henry’s
intervention in UNCLOS III, where he argued that granting small island nations large EEZs
regardless of population size would be necessary for future economic independence. I did speak
with a traditional leader who was personally against DSM mining but, in public, felt that she
needed to push for environmental safety rather than an absolute ban. The message from the
Koutu Nui while I was living on Rarotonga was that mining could be beneficial. However, they
needed evidence that it would not ruin the environment for future generations. They would not
give up their current way of life for more wealth.
Tourism, Tradition, and a “Clean and Green” Cook Islands: The CIMP as a Nation Building
Project
The CIMP was part of the Prime Minister’s larger plan to promote the image of a “clean
and green” Cook Islands. In much of the government discourse about the CIMP, it was its
potential to affect the international image of the Cook Islands that was emphasized. For the
Prime Minister, the CIMP was important for its potential ability to promote the Cook Islands as
an environmentally responsible destination while not preventing the country’s ability to extract
marine resources.
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It [the CIMP] matches and enhances our image as a clean green destination. The best
thing about it . . . is it does not hinder nor impede our ability to exploit our natural
resources, either on the ocean floor or in the ocean…When the marine park is confirmed
it will be the largest marine park in the world and that in itself will be a huge draw card
for all the green-minded tourists around the world. (Puna qt in Cook Islands News July 7,
2011)
This attitude wasn’t limited to the Prime Minister’s Cook Islands Party (CIP). For Wilkie
Rassmusen, the concept seemed most important as an image that could be sold to international
visitors.
I know there are still some issues to resolve or to discuss and find out about the structure
and perhaps the implementation of this concept, but the concept in essence is actually a
very, very good green concept. It’s selling off to the world an image of the Cook Islands
as a green nice place for people to come and for people to have a stake in…There are
hundreds of millions of people around the world that will pay for a concept of
conservation – some way of ensuring that part of the world is left in pristine condition.
(Rassmusen qt. in Cook Islands News July 7, 2011)
The idea that the CIMP is was an image to be sold to eco-consumers around the world persuaded
government to promote the project. The strategy of selling an image for the sake of tourism,
however, is not unique to the CIMP but has been a fundamental component of Cook Islands
nation making and economic development.
Jeffrey Sissons (1999) argues that the Cook Islands became an imagined national
community (Anderson, 1991) through four distinct phases. The first phase, which he calls party
nationalism, began with self-governance in 1965 and ended in 1974. During this period, under
the charismatic leadership of Premier Albert Henry, a modernist nation was built upon single
party leadership (the Cook Islands Party) characterized by central planning, state controlled
media, elaborate spectacle that revived traditional motifs, and mass participation all reinforced
by Henry’s charisma, strong personality, and increased international aid. Diverse groups of
women, youth, villages, and outer islanders were brought into national life through CIPsponsored organizations such as village committees, women’s committees, and youth clubs.

178

These groups were coordinated in elaborate cultural displays, especially dance. Dance became a
symbol of Cook Islander identity both internally and globally, through groups of dancing
“ambassadors.” It was through dance that
the Cook Islands was invoked as gendered and visually appealing, traditional and
welcoming. During the first decade of CIP government dance represented the Cook
Islands to outsiders and itself as a young, vigorous community under guidance— or
choreography— of Albert Henry and the ‘party.’ (Sissons, 1999: 56)
Today dance remains an important national symbol through national dance competitions at
Constitution Day celebrations, the Miss Cook Islands pageant, and at international events such as
the 43rd Pacific Islands Forum held on Rarotonga.
It was during this period that traditional leaders were given their place in the nation
building project. The ariki, mata’iapo, and rangatira were framed as the royal “backbone” of the
country, similar to the English royal family, that connected the modern nation with its ancient
past. The ariki, paramount chiefs, participated in ceremonial events, and hosted visiting
dignitaries. Under Albert Henry’s leadership, a House of Ariki was formed in which paramount
chiefs were to advise the government on matters of Cook Islands culture and people. In CIP
rhetoric, the House of Ariki elevated the ariki above the petty island and national politics in
which they had been engaged through island councils. However, although the House of Ariki
brought the ariki into the project of nation-making, it excluded them from any significant role in
statecraft. The effect of the House of Ariki was to further consolidate party power.
During the first decade of CIP leadership, Maori culture was seen as both a backbone,
lending a sense of continuity with the past, and as source of disunity that could disturb the
nationalist project. On November 1, 1973 (also known as DC 8 Day) the Rarotonga airport was
completed. This event marked a shift from nation building through a sense of party unity toward
a sense of cultural unity represented by the mata’iapo and rangatira under the leadership of
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Albert Henry. The new access to the global tourism market meant that promoting the Cook
Islands as a cultural nation could pay off economically. In 1973 government created the Koutu
Nui, a national body of mata’iapo and rangatira, that would advise government on matters of
culture and, in theory, complement the House of Ariki. Instead, the Koutu Nui largely displaced
the House of Ariki in cultural matters, become something like the cultural wing of the CIP.22
During this time the Cultural Development Division was created. Previous displays of national
unity, such as dancing and youth clubs, became reinterpreted as form of cultural development.
Maori culture also began to be promoted in schools. Increasingly, national identity, state
legitimacy, and “culture” became integrated.
Corruption, nepotism, and the use of new cultural institutions to ensure CIP power led to
a dramatic end of CIP dominance under Albert Henry. Beginning in 1978 the Democratic Party,
under the leadership of Prime Minister Thomas Davis, began to significantly weaken the cultural
institutions that had lent legitimacy to the CIP and shift the nation away from a dominant
understanding of the nation as a cultural community to a vision of the Cook Islands as an
economic community. Davis closed down the Cultural Development Division in 1980 and
curtailed government sponsorship of cultural development in general. This amounted to a kind of
reversal of Albert Henry’s policies. Whereas Henry wanted to develop culture as a means to
attract tourists, Davis wanted to develop the tourism sector directly. The changes resulted in
economic growth, including the development of a significant middle class and an explosion of
university educated citizens.
The fourth and last phase of nation building that Sissons identifies corresponds to the reemergence of the CIP under the leadership of Albert Henry’s nephew, Geoffrey Henry, in
22

The CIP, according to Sissons, was most popular with less educated Cook Islanders and the lesser
chiefs (mata’iapo and rangatira) and less popular with the ariki and more educated population.
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January 1989. With the second Henry, the project of cultural nationalism returned. However,
thanks to the technocratic successes of Tom Davis, it was much better funded. Furthermore, the
expansion of tourism to the Cook Islands increased the awareness among the educated middle
class of the benefits of promoting an ethnic identity among Cook Islanders. Geoffrey Henry
established the Ministry of Cultural Development in November 1990 through which dance reemerged as a state project. The Ministry of Cultural Development was important in making
preparations for the 1992 Festival of Pacific Arts, held on Rarotonga. Corresponding to this
event was the construction of seven traditional sailing canoes (the vaka moana) in the Cook
Islands that would be sailed from outer islands to Rarotonga using revived traditional methods
and showcased at the Festival. In preparation, traditional leadership was revived as rangatira and
mata’iapo led government sponsored island wide beautification projects. The Festival marked
not only the strengthening of a national identity based on culture, it also contributed to the
increased integration of Maori culture, nationhood, statecraft, and tourism in the Cook Islands.
If nation building in the Cook Islands can be said to roughly correspond to Sissons’s four
phases, then I think there is good reason to pay attention to what may be a fifth phase marked by
the integration of economic sectors (including tourism), culture, national identity, and the
practice of statecraft both internally and internationally under a rubric of the environment. In the
intervening years since Sissons published his argument there has been a dramatic shift in
environmental awareness in the Cook Islands. In 1996, Te Ipukarea Society was founded and has
been important in raising awareness environmental degradation and the need conservation in
Cook Islands. In 2008, Cook Islands Lagoon day started and is still an important means of
building a sense of national pride through environmental education (see chapter 4). A tourist
visiting the Cook Islands now would have ample opportunities to visit traditional marine
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protected areas (ra’ui) that were revived in 1998, visit the whale research center to learn about
the Cook Islands 2.2 million km2 whale sanitary, and visit the newly constructed CIMP
information hub where they can interact with marine park planning through interactive geospatial
software. During my fieldwork I met several visitors who were in the Cook Islands to volunteer
on environmental projects, including advocacy for a new national shark sanctuary, marine turtle
research in the outer islands, and lagoon cleanup projects. The Director of the Tourism
Corporation was keen to point out that I also fell within this category, since I was living in the
Cook Islands to conduct research on environmental issues.
Finally, Prime Minister Puna’s speech that opened this chapter is also telling in this
regard. In his first mention of the CIMP internationally it was as a means of cultural and
economic integration. All of this is part of Puna’s vision to promote an international image of the
Cook Islands as “clean and green” while building national pride in the nation as an international
leader in environmental sustainability. As such, tourism and tradition are still vitally important.
Both are being promoted within the CIMP framework. As representative of the Cook Islands
Tourism Corporation told me of the CIMP:
From a tourism point of view it is more about our perception on the world stage that we
are a clean green destination that cares about its environment, the fact that we were the
first whale sanctuary in the world is something that we are promoting because we see it
as a very positive move because that's actually a target market.
The CIMP began as a proposal to boost tourism and that component of the project has not
disappeared, although it has shifted according to advice from both tourism and conservation
experts.
The sense that the Cook Islands is cultural community is also re-enforced. After I left
Rarotonga, the CIMP was given a Maori name— Marae Moana.23 Furthermore, the Koutu Nui
23

Marae is a sacred place, and moana means ocean.

182

have been highly involved in the CIMP Steering Committee, which is also supported by the
House of Ariki. The image of the marine park is also promoted internationally, although not only
by the Cook Islands government. Conservation International has also been an important channel
through which the image of the marine park and Maori culture have been linked and promoted
internationally through videos and other means. Conservation International has also been
supportive of integrating traditional sailing and ocean conservation by making the vaka a part of
research and tourism within the park.
Conclusion
This chapter has explored the origins of, and conditions within which, the Cook Islands
Marine Park (Marae Moana) has emerged. The story is not simple. In contrast with the
prevailing opinion among ocean conservationists, the CIMP was not “driven” by international
targets (although as I will show in the next chapter, targets did become important toward the end
of my fieldwork). Instead, the CIMP was made possible by many different events (and no small
number of accidents!) that came to be interpreted by people within the Cook Islands in different
ways. First, a history of scandal and public secrecy became a primary lens through which the
public interpreted the MMR’s exploratory fishing program. Public anger over this situation was
rising around the same time that Sue Taei and Tim Carruthers conducted public consultations in
the three vaka on Rarotonga. These meetings introduced, revitalized, and extended powerful
metaphors that helped many stakeholders find meaning in the vague notion of the CIMP. For
government, the CIMP aligned with its goals of promoting the Cook Islands internationally, and
building pride domestically, through the image of a clean and green nation that is leading the
world in ocean conservation, a conservation that is supposed to spring for ancient knowledge and
traditions.
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Chapter 6: Micro-politics of International Conservation in the Cook Islands Marine Park,
Part I: The CIMP Steering Committee as a Liminal Space
The early stages of creating the CIMP were characterized by an expansion possibilities
for what it might become such that every major stakeholder in the Cook Islands, and several
others at the international scale, were able to participate despite different, divergent, or
conflicting interests. This includes the initial creation of an overarching framework document,
which can be interpreted as a codification of increased vagueness. Vagueness and ambiguity in
this case was productive of social and political engagement with the process of creating whatever
was to become of the CIMP. However, institutionalization of the idea would remain incomplete
to the extent that all interests remained vaguely related to one other.
The Steering CIMP Committee
The job of the CIMP Steering Committee was to create an entity that had analogues but
no clear presidents. The conditions of its work ensured that it could not be otherwise. Whatever
the CIMP was to become, it had to unfold through a process (sometimes call a ‘phased
approach’) that needed to be unique to the Cook Islands. The Committee was established through
Cabinet approval of Terms of Reference (TOR) that outlined its basic functions and goals.
According to the TOR, the purpose of the Committee was:
to provide the design and related advice for the establishment and initial management of a
Cook Islands Marine Park and the design of an associated Charitable Trust (CT) for
decision by the Government of the Cook Islands. It is noted that the purpose of this group
is to provide recommendations for the final decision on establishment of a marine park by
the Government of the Cook Islands.
The Steering Committee was composed of relevant government ministries and departments, local
NGOs, and the Aronga Mana. It included Kevin Iro and representatives from the House of Ariki,
the Koutu Nui, the Ministry of Finance and Economic Management, Crown Law, Te Ipukarea
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Society, the National Environment Services, the Cook Islands Tourism Corporation, the Ministry
of Marine Resources, the Office of the Prime Minister, and the Deep Sea Minerals Unit located
within Office of the Deputy Prime Minister.
The work of the Committee proceeded through what I have identified as four phases. The
first included a search for analogues and international expertise. Committee members needed an
infusion of concepts and narratives with which they could think that were not immediately
available in local or national experience. This included bringing experts to Rarotonga and
attending international fora, such as the Big Ocean Manager’s Think Thank in Auckland. The
second phase included the expansion of possibilities for what the CIMP could mean. While this
might seem counterintuitive, since we might think that the job of the Committee was to produce
precise recommendations, its first task was increasing institutional and definitional vagueness as
a means of increasing political inclusion. This was necessary because the original proposal to
Cabinet was based on the Phoenix Islands Protected Area (PIPA) documents, which narrowly
focused on biodiversity conservation. The proposal also only focused on the EEZ, neglecting
inshore and terrestrial areas, while also vaguely selling the project as a tourism initiative.The
third phase initiated disputes over the extent to which the CIMP would add new regulations to
potential DSM mining and commercial fishing. This phase coincided with an intensification of
international attention and support and can be read, in part, as a reaction against increased
external control of Cook Islands government affairs. These disputes can also be interpreted as
originating in the expansion of stakeholder groups who could be involved in the process. The
fourth phase, and the last one I was in the field to observe, was the re-assertion of conservation
demands in the EEZ. This involved the need to make a decision about potential funding that
required government to make a commitment to designate a significant portion of the EEZ as no
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take zones. I only deal with the first three phases in this chapter, while the fourth phase makes up
the bulk of the next chapter. Although each phase was initiated at different times, they continued
in parallel. Therefore, while they are analytically distinct, with fairly precise beginnings in
Committee records and my own notes, they interacted to form the often difficult work of the
Committee.
Phase I Begins
The Committee had its first meeting on October 14, 2011. Its first action was to appoint
Elizabeth Wright-Koteka (the Prime Minister’s Chief of Staff) as chairperson. The first
suggestion was to review Cabinet minutes in an attempt to clarify government’s intentions and to
supplement the fairly vague direction given in the Terms of Reference. Committee members also
identified three sources of information that they needed to continue thier work. First, the
Committee felt it needed more information about how the CIMP might generate revenue and
how that revenue should be handled institutionally. This was important because government had
dictated that the marine park could not be funded out of the national budget. Second, it was
decided that expertise needed to be sought from those with experience creating other LSMPAs
such as PIPA. Lastly, it was decided that more consultation was needed with residents of the
Northern Group islands (Pa Enua Tokerau). Both expert opinion and broad community input
were to form a basis for future decision making.
As a group with the purpose of generating advice to government, the Steering Committee
can be viewed as one locus of sedimentation of an ethical plateau (the terrain of opinions, values,
beliefs, data, projections, scenarios, summarized public opinion, and other features of the
political scape) that would enable government to give grounds, for the first time, for the creation
of a CIMP to which it had already made commitments in public and international fora. As such, I
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believe it is best not to focus on how participants defined the CIMP, although attempts at
definition do show how diverse stakeholder hopes and desires can all be invested in one earlystage project. Instead, I focus on the sedimentation of an ethical plateau by which I mean the
effects of work that occurred “in the name of” the marine park. As I will show in this and the
next chapter, productive work came to a halt when participants directly asked about, or asserted,
specific meanings for the CIMP. This tended to happen, I argue, because it revealed a kind of
public secret or collective fiction. The fiction was that all stakeholders were working on the same
project. However, the process of making the marine park consisted of multiple projects, both
individual and collective, all of which interacted to produce effects that could not be anticipated.
These effects, the complicated sedimentation of results, is what decision makers needed in order
to orient themselves in a terrain of means and ends.
Phase II Begins
I identify the second phase as beginning with the second Committee meeting on
November 3, 2011. It was in this meeting that the possibilities for what the CIMP could become
were increased explicitly for the reason of political inclusiveness. The discussion at this time
revolved around potential features of the CIMP as it had been presented to government. This
initial characterization of the CIMP was produced by Kevin Iro and Robin Grant and was based
on similar documents used in the creation of PIPA. This version of the CIMP concept was based
heavily on biodiversity conservation. Specifically, the discussion revolved around the suggestion
in a government information paper that the CIMP be designated as an IUCN Category II
protected area. In the end, someone suggested that this designation was too restrictive and that a
category IV protected area might be more appropriate since it allowed more uses and activities
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within the area. The Committee decided that whatever the CIMP was to become it would need to
be zoned according to sector in order to accommodate competing political interests.
At the same time the National Environment Service (NES) presented a consensus view of
several government administrative bodies (also including the MMR and the Natural Heritage
Trust) that a CIMP conceived as an offshore marine park would add little value to existing
management in the offshore areas. Instead, a new management focus on foreshore and terrestrial
areas was proposed as being more aligned with current understandings of conservation needs and
science. It was suggested that the CIMP should focus on inshore areas while taking a phased
approach to any additional management of the EEZ. A presentation from the Cook Islands
Tourism Corporation reinforced this focus on inshore areas and lagoons because most added
value in attracting tourists would come from preserving and enhancing the experience of visitors
in these areas.
The Committee agreed that although the CIMP could be announced as extending to the
limits of the EEZ, the process had to be one that developed over time while taking into account
competing interests. The shifted focus of the existing proposal from the EEZ to terrestrial and
inshore areas in an inclusive and integrated “ridge to reef, reef to ocean” approach helped
persuade some who initially resisted the CIMP on scientific grounds. Furthermore, the
suggestion of only adding additional management through a phased approach increased the
vagueness of what the CIMP was supposed to do in the EEZ while maintaining that the initial
outer boundary, and hence the claim to “world’s largest,” would remain unchanged. It was in this
discussion that a relatively defined conservation focused project was expanded to include more
possibilities and, hence, participation.
Stakeholder Hopes for, and images of, the CIMP
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The expansion of vagueness regarding the marine park allowed more stakeholders to
imagine their own hopes and desires as potentially being fulfilled by the project. There were
many reasons individuals became invested in the project. Some stakeholders supported the CIMP
in part because they hoped it would make the process of granting fishing licenses more
transparent, and perhaps even more open to public participation. Many people seemed frustrated
with the way the MMR was handling fisheries management, including some Northern Group
residents and local fishermen. Some members of the Koutu Nui were also upset with government
secrecy with regard to marine resources (see chapter 5). One member of the Koutu Nui told me
that there are:
A lot of things we don't agree with, it doesn't go down very well simply because with the
issue of the [commercial fishing] licenses and the number of boats that's been awarded
licenses. We felt that the people should have been consulted, which they haven’t been.
We have met up with the Minister and the [Secretary]. There's never been any
forthcoming reason for what they're doing or how they go, all they've said is it has to be
done and at the same time you hear reports from the Northwestern Pacific area. There's
no fish, that's happening quite frequently. We [in the Cook Islands] don't seem to listen or
take note that this is happening, and these people like the Chinese wanting this and that
are coming to our area, Pacific area. … How can we stop it? But as much as we make our
objection known that doesn't seem to sink in with the fisheries [MMR].
Other members of the Koutu Nui I spoke with also tended to support the CIMP because they
understood it in terms of traditional managed areas (ra’ui), an idea that became popular after the
initial vaka consultations. When I asked about the role of the Koutu Nui in the making of the
CIMP, one member said:
It [the Koutu Nui] is very supportive simply because it [the CIMP] is of the people— the
people because it [the CIMP] is a food cupboard. Yes. And we always feel that traditional
leaders have a great part to play in the livelihoods of the people. Does that make any
sense? I feel that. We support the spirit of the Marine Park wholeheartedly. Because it's
involved with the traditional practices of conserving, that's the ra'ui, and to make sure it's
sustained throughout so many people will enjoy the fruits of the ocean.
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Some others who were not traditional leaders echoed these sentiments by saying that the marine
park would give “the people” a voice in how their marine resources are used.
Some stakeholders in government and the NGO sector had financial hopes for the CIMP:
Because the marine park is so big that it has the potential to generate a lot of money that
we won't be able to assign from the national budget to these things. That's what I see the
main reason being. We're not going to get a substantial allocation from the national funds
to address all the inshore issues that we want to address or all of the cultural things in the
face of social welfare, health, education these cultural things often fall to the side. So the
marine park and its size has a lot of potential to generate a lot of funds. I think it will help
us implement some of the goals that cannot be the government’s top priorities. Pretty
much I see the marine park as a great way to access money. As a financing leveraging
tool. To attract money to be put into conservation or into resource management. Cause a
lot of UNDP or others like that are not going to put money into smaller projects that
addresses one particular stretch of beach but by packaging it all together and selling it as
one big Cook islands project has a better chance of getting funding than each individual
island or each village trying to access the funds.
By the time I left Rarotonga, there were still supporters of the CIMP in government that did not
believe that additional management of the EEZ was scientifically justified. The idea that a largescale MPA could work as to funnel otherwise inaccessible international funding into smallerscale projects remained an alluring prospect and persuasive idea.
Others hoped that the marine park would be a tool for changing public perception of the
environment regardless of any direct impacts of the CIMP itself:
You know what I really want? I hope the marine park will change the way people think
about the environment, and not just the ocean but the whole environment. This sounds so
cliché but humans are not separate from the environment. They are part of it. I'm hoping,
with the ra’ui for example, some people violate them but most people respect them
because they see that fish are over flowing to areas outside. That's what I hope the marine
park will do, change how they think about themselves in relation to their surroundings. If
you put this in and create awareness, maybe people will think “maybe I shouldn't spray
my crops that will wash into the lagoon.”
For others this idea of a public that could be influenced by the marine park extended globally:
So I don't see it as just being about the Cook Islands I see it about being about the world,
and I think we can set an example to others out there. It's a bit like the climate change
issue, right? It's not about pointing the fingers and saying you guys emit too much
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greenhouse gases. It's not about that anymore, to me it's about a one planet thing. What
happens here will happen somewhere else. So those things, when we start talking about
fisheries, it's not about us here in the Cook Islands because our tuna stock is migratory.
Whales are migratory. Our biodiversity doesn't just sit here. It's a very, what's the word…
it's an active system. It's active; it's not just here in our four corners, but whatever
happens here will happen somewhere else. So I think it helps us to connect better to the
world.
While all of these reasons for supporting the CIMP are different, they have something important
in common. All are only obliquely aligned with biodiversity conservation as the primary reason
for creating the marine park. This may help us understand, in part, why the reasons given by the
MMR for the ineffectiveness of the CIMP, based on fisheries data, were ineffective in
persuading others stakeholders.24
Finally, some caveats should be added to the way I have presented stakeholder views.
First, individuals tended to hold onto more than one hope for the CIMP. The quotations above
came from different individuals; however, if pressed, some of them possibly would have
admitted that they hoped the CIMP would lead to government transparency, increased
international funding, and more environmental awareness in the Cook Islands and abroad. It was
also not uncommon for people to change their reasons for why they supported the marine park.
In fact, many had only become supportive after the vaka consultations in which new metaphors
and reasons for supporting the CIMP became available. Second, once the Steering Committee
came together, the specific reasons for supporting the CIMP tended to be less important. By this
I mean that while many individuals found different reasons to be involved, it was their
involvement that mattered, mostly because people rarely spoke of what they specifically hoped
to get out of the marine park unless asked directly (e.g. in an interview). Finally, there are other
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The argument by the MMR, in short, was that resources in the EEZ are already sustainably managed
and that, due to the migratory nature of tuna stocks, large no take zones in the Cook Islands will be
ineffective.
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reasons people gave for supporting the CIMP that have not been mentioned here. Government’s
hope to increase tourism and promote a “clean, green” image of the Cook Islands has already
been discussed. There are also the motivations of the international organizations, which will be
partially explored in the next chapter.
The expectations and hopes stakeholders had for the marine park blended into imagining
what the institutional structure of the CIMP might be like. For some, despite other claims that the
marine park would not regulate fisheries or mining, it was precisely this potential function that
was appealing.
The Marine Park, well I guess I would like to see the marine park be more managed, a
managed area. Not necessarily about no take because no take is just one form of
management but there are many forms of management. Because TIS has been, as you
know, TIS has been discussing the fishing issue, I would like to see some sort of
management regime to address that through the marine park, like no finning of sharks,
having observer coverage on the boats, on most of the boats. On seabed mining […]
because it is something we've been discussing but also something I believe in too for the
seabed mining about making sure that there are no, or minimal, environmental and social
impacts. That's what I would like to see out of the marine park, and I think that will help
that and, what else, and also making sure that we have good robust scientific information
to put management measures in place.
Others were opposed to the possibility that the marine park would add management (although
after listening long enough to each point of view, I began wondering if everyone was working
with the same notion of “management”). This view on the institutional role of the marine park
was largely advisory.
The marine park itself won't manage. So like fisheries. MMR will still manage it. The
marine park would just be a framework in which it [the MMR] would operate and a
framework in which existing processes in government could access additional funding. It
would provide advice to ministries and people using the resources, but at this stage I'm
not sure. And I don't think it's the intention of the Steering Committee to take on the
actual management of the resources. Particularly given that there are deep sea resources
that would come under the framework and inshore areas that would come under the
framework and then the expectation that it would come into terrestrial areas. So that's too
much for a committee coming under the marine park. It requires across government
work. And at this stage I don't know if a committee formed out of the marine park would
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start managing those things or in the early years just provide advice. Perhaps as there was
more capacity in the marine park committee, if that was to develop to the point where
they could manage some resources, then that's a decision to be made in the future. But in
the immediate future, in the next few years, I see the committee as giving advice to
government on ways to improve processes and a watch dog to make sure government
does adhere to its standards.
There were others who were explicit about the fact that the institutional structure of the CIMP
was undetermined from the beginning because it had not been discussed in a precise way.
So I don't think there's been any discussion around what it is people think this marine
park should be. Should it be stepping up management measures or should it be about no
take zones? And I thought that was originally going to be what the money [early-stage
funding] was about in the first place to define those issues through consultation. Maybe I
was wrong.
During my time in the Cook Islands there were no serious discussions about the specific goals
and institutional arrangements of the marine park. Instead, Steering Committee meetings and
public consultations tended to evoke the desires and claims of individuals or stakeholder groups.
The Double-Bind
Kim Fortun (2001) both critiques and extends the idea of the stakeholder in her attempt to
understand community activism following the Bhopal chemical plant disaster. She finds value in
the stakeholder model as a native category for understanding the world and as a means of
decentering firms like corporations and government agencies in decision making by recognizing
“different social positions and different ways of perceiving both problems and solutions”
(Fortun, 2001, p. 10). She also critiques the use of stakeholder models since in practice the goal
is often to force a diversity of views and arguments into consensus. I have seen this happen in
national “stakeholder consultations” that are, in fact, information sessions about what has already
occurred and what will happen with little chance of local or national perspectives influencing
outcomes.
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Fortun reworks the stakeholder model in terms of what she calls “enunciatory
communities.” Like stakeholder communities, enunciatory communities may have common
shared interests. However, members of these communities need not think the same way about
their interests, what the interests mean, or how they should be advanced and protected. Instead of
shared interests, enunciatory communities are created through paradox, specifically through the
responses of individuals to double-binds. Double-binds are not simply difficult situations but
situations in which individuals must cope with dual or multiple demands that are incongruent and
equally valued. Double-binds “create a persistent mismatch between explanation and everyday
life, forcing ethical agents to ‘dream up’ new ways of understanding and engaging the world”
(Fortun, 2001, p. 13). Double-bind situations demand imaginative acts that can generate new
metaphors, or extend old ones, in attempts to find a way out of impossible situations. In this
sense, the enunciatory community as a response to double-bind situations can be a powerful way
of thinking about solidarity that does not depend on consciousness of collective interest (as with
Marx), shared lifestyle or complementarity of social roles (as with Durkheim).
The negative definition of the CIMP given so often by government (that it would hinder
neither seabed mining nor commercial fishing but add value my making these activities
sustainable) became the conditions of a double-bind that produced the CIMP Steering Committee
and the wider constellation of other actors that spanned the globe. Like other approaches to
integrative management, all “stakeholders” and sectors needed to be present throughout the
process of negotiation. No set of previously sectoral objective could be given priority if the
process was to retain legitimacy. Therefore, government demanded that the CIMP be created,
that industry not be hindered, and that biodiversity be protected, that communities be included,
among other demands. Various participants, and groups they identified with, had demands of
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their own, all of which were allowed to be voiced at Steering Committee meetings and public
consultations. However, there was no single community, including formalized administrative
bodies, that could satisfy these multiple demands.
Phase III Begins
The third phase foregrounded tensions inherent in the increasingly vague approach to
defining the CIMP. These tensions lurked from the beginning within the government stance on
the CIMP, which was that it would both not interfere with seabed mining or commercial fishing
while rendering both activities more sustainable through Marine Spatial Planning (MSP). This
statement was interpreted differently by various stakeholders on the CIMP Steering Committee
and came to a head as international organizations became involved in the process. In my
conversations with Committee members it was unclear which form the eventual governance
structure of the CIMP would take. Within this context of uncertainty, representatives of DSM
mining and marine resources presented the argument that the CIMP would have no power to
limit extractive activities in any way.
Marine Spatial Planning
One could argue that the meaning of the Cook Islands Marine Park concept has been
quite consistent, that even if details needed to be worked out the main features were present from
the beginning. These stable features are that extractive industries would not be prohibited while
becoming more sustainable. At the same time, there is no one logically necessary means of
satisfying both demands. Certainly, more traditional ways of thinking about biodiversity
conservation would tend to think of extraction and conservation as incompatible, and some
members of the public tended to see the marine park as a kind of greenwashing in which
government tried to reap the rewards of a sustainable image while also fishing and mining.
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However, many conservationists no longer see these potentially conflicting interests as
inherently incompatible. Instead, the more common view in marine management is that conflicts
can be mediate through integration, and integration largely through Marine Spatial Planning
(MSP), where MPS can be broadly defined as science-based tool for reducing resource user
conflicts by spatially zoning marine uses.
From at least the first public vaka consultations, MSP was presented as the means
through which the marine park would be created. Sometimes referred to as a “zoned approach,”
the idea of MSP both helped make sense of what government had been saying and assuaged
public fears that a “marine park” would prevent locally-based fishing. Invariably, MSP is
visualized as a division of marine space into smaller spaces to which potentially conflicting
activities are allocated. The idea is easy to understand in general, and was presented to the public
through a compelling images created by Tim Carruthers.

(Above: A representation of MSP. Credit: Tim Carruthers.)
Imagining the ocean as divided by lines is compelling and is compatible with ways of
thinking about traditional land tenure and public knowledge about the EEZ, which has been an
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important notion for Cook Islands nation-making nearly since the beginning, as Albert Henry’s
intervention during UNCLOS III shows.
I argue, however, that while visualizations of MSP are compelling, they also serve as
proxies for complicated political processes and institutional arrangements that are located not
primarily in the ocean but in the cubicle spaces of bureaucracy, in offices and conference rooms,
in the Firm and the Forum. To imagine MSP as being “out there” in the ocean is to have one’s
attention removed, at least for a little while, from the much more difficult task of imaging and
creating new political, administrative and, perhaps, technological arrangements. Put differently,
when a group of people is collectively imagining how to “zone” the ocean, they may be working
toward a re-imagination of political and institutional life. This can be helpful when the
mechanisms do not yet exist for reworking institutional arrangements directly. Something like
this could be seen during the CIMP Marine Spatial Planning workshop where discussions often
focused on maps showing the location of natural resources. When discussion failed, it was often
when attention was turned away from imagined marine space to an explicit focus on political or
institutional challenges. In this sense, MPS can sometimes be thought of as a kind of imagined
politics, or politics by proxy.
Planners and participants seemed understand very well that MSP is about politics and
(re)institutionalization. One of the international consultants on the CIMP firmly believed that
MSP is fundamentally about people.
Conservation is not about the habitat or about the biology. It's about the people, right, the
people that are utilizing it, and I, and this is one of my things, for a long time
conservation was led by scientists who had a passion, which is understandable, a passion
and interest in all that kind of thing, but they came to conservation from a natural
sciences perspective not a human sciences or social sciences perspective.

197

He went on to talk about marine conservation projects that had failed precisely because scientists
didn’t understand how local and national politics and governance worked. Nevertheless, these
political processes, especially during complicated multi-stakeholder consultations, tend to often
be mediated by spatial representations of resources and other features.
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(Above: Maps tacked to the wall showing Cook Islands bathymetry and deep sea minerals
resources. Bottom: Cook Islands participants discussing possible zonation of the CIMP in terms
of the mapped resources.)
Negotiation via maps and more advanced mapping technologies are a kind of sympathetic
magic by which the world of the social and political is re-worked. The steps imaged by some
CIMP participants was to have each major interest group produce maps in which their interests
were represented spatially. Manganese nodule concentrations could be mapped onto the Cook
Islands EEZ. Similar representations could be made for Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs), for
fisheries areas, and areas of importance to the Arogna Mana. These maps could then be
superimposed. All non-overlapping areas could be excluded from discussion and zoned
accordingly. Other areas would be open to negotiation. Mining interests might give up a zone of
both high nodule concentration and biodiversity value if other mining areas were of similar
quality and provided adequate reserves. But this idealized procedure ignores the real political
conditions in which these sorts of negotiations are made possible and carried out. One way the
CIMP was able to make progress, for example, was by excluding the northern half of the EEZ,
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where most commercial fisheries occurred and most DSM mining potential existed. The model
also ignores differences in power among participants by assuming that a kind of consensus and
willingness to compromise would prevail. As I will begin to show in the next section, insisting
that a marine area will be spatially planned is more like a political claim in itself than a positive
statement about what the area will become.
Marine Spatial Planning Workshop
Political tensions came to a head at a Marine Spatial Planning (MSP) workshop on
Rarotonga. The workshop was partially sponsored by ESRI, a geospatial technology company
headquartered in Redlands, CA. Prime Minister Henry Puna met Jack Dangermond, the founder
of ESRI, at the Eye on the Earth Summit held in Abu Dhabi from December 11-15, 2011. The
trip to Abu Dhabi and the meeting with Dangermond was arranged by Conservation International
in an attempt to secure support for the Pacific Oceanscape, PIPA, and the CIMP. As a result of
his conversation with Prime Minister Puna, Dangermond offered to sponsor a workshop to see if
the Cook Islands would benefit from ESRI technological support, specifically to see if the CIMP
would be a candidate for a new multi-stakeholder marine spatial planning application that ESRI
had been developing through a lab at UC Santa Barbara. Seasketch, the name of this new
application, was being used in Auckland, NZ and had been used, in a previous form called
MarineMap, to create a large system of coastal MPAs in California.
The Cook Islands Marine Park Planning Workshop was held at the New Hope Church in
Parekura, Rarotonga from March 14-16, 2012. Participants included representatives from the
Office of the Prime Minister, the MMR, Conservation International Pacific Islands, the
University of California Santa Barbara, the Koutu Nui, the New Zealand Department of
Conservation, SOPAC, SPREP, IUCN, the Deputy Prime Minister’s Office, the Pacific Islands
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Conservation Initiative (PICI), UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC),
local businesses, Cook Islands Tourism, the Cook Islands Voyaging Society, the National
Environment Service, members of the public, and others.
The first session, called “Setting the Scene,” began with a briefing on the CIMP,
including its proposed size, a timeline of its development up to the proposed announcement at
the Pacific Islands Forum leaders meeting in August 2012, the composition of, and tasks
assigned to, the Steering Committee, an outline of an overarching framework for the CIMP that
had been drafted previously by the Steering Committee, proposed future governance
arrangements, and a list of questions that still needed to be answered.
The list of questions is indicative of the conceptual drift inherent in (or, the room for play
in the process of creating) the CIMP. The questions that still needed answers included:
• What are the boundaries of the CIMP? (The Southern Cook Islands were proposed but
there were strong opinions, especially among Northern group residence, that the entire
EEZ be included.)
• What biodiversity species are we protecting and to what extent?
• What ecological processes are we protecting and to what extent?
• How do we factor our current management practices into the CIMP?
• What is the design and the management of the park going to be?
• What is the legal designation of the CIMP?
• What are the most appropriate arrangements for the CIMP Trust?
• How do we guarantee sustainable funding?
None of these questions could be answered immediately or directly by government, the Steering
Committee, or international experts. In part, my argument is that these questions could not be
answered because neither the grounds for giving reasons nor the institutional basis for routine
procedures existed at the time. As one Steering Committee member put it, their job was to do the
“foot work” that government wasn’t able, or didn’t have the time, to do. Foot work is an
appropriate metaphor for the discursive, sectoral, and geographic wandering that characterized
the process through which the Steering Committee gathered material on which others could
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eventually make decisions.
There were several good reasons for this situation. First, the unprecedented nature of the
marine park meant that participants needed analogies, or narratives about how other places had
undertaken similar projects. However, none of the existing analogies were similar enough to
make anyone’s job easy. For example, the Phoenix Islands Protected Area was implemented by
another Pacific Island country, which made is somewhat similar, but it contained no human
inhabitants, unlike the CIMP. The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park (and other examples of coastal
Marine Spatial Planning from Auckland and California) included multiple users, like the CIMP,
but were coastal managed areas in wealthy countries. The CIMP, in contrast, was mostly open
ocean that included populated islands administered by a micro-state. There was no single wellfitting precedent.
Second, the process of creating the CIMP required asking questions of existing data that
had not been asked previously. One of the major tasks of the planning workshop was to begin
thinking about how to assess both existing data held by national and regional agencies and
possible new ways of organizing and analyzing it. Visitors from UC Santa Barbara, sponsored by
ESRI, were on site to present their state of the art spatial planning software. Representatives
from SPREP and SOPAC, along with GIS specialists from the Cook Islands, were also present to
summarize available options. Despite all of these resources, some of the most formidable tasks
for the Steering Committee was figuring out how to assess existing data, analyze data gaps and
needs for further research, and create of a platform on which this information could be integrated
under one framework and accessed by multiple stakeholder groups. None of this had been done
before. In this sense, the CIMP was becoming a process through which a country was getting to
know itself in a new way.

202

Third, and perhaps most importantly, it was not clear what institutional arrangements
would be needed or desired for creating a CIMP. It was not obvious, for example, if the marine
park could be accommodated under existing legislation or if a completely new law needed to be
drafted. In fact, according to my conversations with lawyers in the Office of Crown Law, the
CIMP needed a more precise definition before they could begin thinking about possible legal
arrangements. Next, funding had to be obtained for a legal analysis. Before a legal analysis could
be finished, government would need to decide on a policy for the CIMP. All of this seemed to be
a long way off. In fact, by the end of the planning workshop a set of unifying principles seemed
like it might be even further out of reach, despite a decision to recommend a draft overarching
framework to Cabinet. This was because a basic question had not yet been addressed, which was
whether the CIMP would become an additional layer of management with legal authority over
existing government bodies, whether it would serve a more consultative role, or become
something else entirely.
A possible overarching framework for the CIMP had been drafted by the CIMP Steering
Committee on February 9, 2012. This document was the first attempt by the Steering Committee
to establish positive characteristics for the CIMP. As such, it was quite general. According the
presentation given at the planning workshop, the vision of the CIMP was to be “based on the
cultural notion that we are but custodian (sic) of our oceans.” Objectives included: A healthy
environment; sustainable multiple use; maintenance and enhancement of values; integrated
community based management; knowledge based decisions making; and an informed, involved,
committed community. Principles included: protection, conservation and presentation; the
precautionary principle; participation in planning and implementations; opportunities for
multiple use and enjoyment equitably available for present and future generations; and
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maintenance of a wide range of values in making balanced decisions. Although the framework
document was a positive statements about the CIMP, it also codified the previous expansion of
interests relative to earlier documents that presented the marine park concept as primarily a
biodiversity conservation project that would also boost tourism. As such, the framework can be
viewed as a codification of the previous expansion of political vagueness. Minutes from
Committee meetings, including those I recorded personally, confirm that work was relatively
inclusive of multiple voices and concerns. At this point the CIMP was still moving by
proliferating possibilities and rhetorical topoi around which discussion might proceed.
This initial presentation of the overarching framework to the MSP Workshop prompted a
discussion among participants about what the CIMP might possibly add to existing international
law (specifically UNCLOS) and national legislation. According to some participants from within
the Cook Islands, the need for a CIMP had not yet been justified either institutionally or
scientifically. Representatives from several government bodies still believed that the the EEZ
was already sustainably managed and others, such as representatives of the Pacific Islands
Conservation Initiative (PICI), pointed out that the CIMP had not been prompted by any specific
conservation goals. That is, no specific ecosystems, habitats, or species had been identified as
needing additional protection before government decided to move ahead with creating the largest
marine park in the world. In fact, although Kevin Iro had become concerned early in the process
about the degraded health of the lagoons around Rarotonga, this concern alone did not justify the
massive proposed size of the CIMP. The size was initially established because of hopes that the
largest marine park in the world would attract more tourists.
Both visiting and local experts suggested possible answers that had not been a part of
previous dialogues in any significant way. First, they suggested that the CIMP might add benefits
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by increasing national capacity to better manage the EEZ. Increased capacity would be a result of
increased funding for priorities such as monitoring and surveillance. It was also suggested,
drawing upon examples from elsewhere, that the Cook Islands may be able to charge more for
fish that are sustainably caught within the marine park. Similar ideas have been used to charge
premiums for organic and fair trade goods. Furthermore, while UNCLOS is a pivotal
international agreement, it lacks specificity. The CIMP could be an implementing mechanism at
the national scale (like the Oceanscape at the regional scale) for better operationalizing
UNCLOS within a Cook Islands context. Importantly, one visitor suggested, the CIMP would
help ensure integrated and shared management among existing sectors that, by implication, were
detrimentally fragmented and in need of harmonization.
The definition of the term “marine park” became the object of discussion. Some
participants viewed it as confusing, especially for the public, who might be tempted to think that
“marine park” means a marine reserve or sanctuary rather than a multiple-use managed area.
Some were worried about the international credibility of the Cook Islands if tourists understood
the marine park to be a marine reserve and then learned that seabed mining and commercial
fishing were permitted within its boundaries. Visiting experts, particularly Louisa Wood,
addressed these issues by explaining that over 350 designations for MPAs exist globally, and that
the term “marine park” could mean anything Cook Islanders would like as long as the unique
meaning is communicated clearly to the international community and the public.
Many other issues were raised, including how the CIMP would be related to existing
ra’ui (traditional protected areas) and the need for government and the Steering Committee to
listen more closely to the public and, especially, traditional leaders. A visitor from the Northern
Group made a tearful appeal to extend the marine park to all of the Cook Islands EEZ. He was

205

afraid that commercial fishing vessels were making it more difficult for him to feed his family.
Another important issue, and by far the most energetically discussed, was how the CIMP
would related to existing and potential extractive industries. Interventions by two individuals, a
representative from the Ministry of Marine Resources and a legal advisor for the Cook Islands
Deep Sea Minerals Unit, brought possible tensions inherent in the vague definition of the CIMP
into the foreground.
Sectoral Disputes
On the last day of the workshop Cook Islander participants held a closed door session to
discuss possible recommendations to Cabinet. Visitors were asked to excuse themselves while
the deliberations were made. When the meeting was finally opened up to everyone, the chair of
the workshop presented the outcomes of the closed door session. First, the Steering Committee
would recommend that the boundary of the CIMP consist of only the Southern Cook Islands
EEZ from approximately 15 degrees latitude extending south. However, it would also be
recommended that the boundary be expanded to the North by 2015. Second, it was recommended
that Cabinet adopt the overarching framework that had been drafted by the Steering Committee
and presented to everyone at the beginning of the workshop.
During the discussion, the Secretary of the Ministry of Marine Resources, Ben Ponia,
made an intervention that brought an implicit tension to the foreground and brought all other
considerations to a halt. Work on progressing the CIMP came to a standstill.
I think we’ve strayed away from what we said in the closed session this morning.
In the closed session we said that the marine park will not regulate fisheries, and
the marine park will not regulate deep sea minerals. The marine park will add
value to our aspirations of developing those resources. The decisions we’ve made
will not undermine existing Acts that are in place. The Marine Resources Act and
the Deep Sea Minerals Act. […] We are far away from talking about regulating
fisheries or deep sea minerals. I think this needs to be clarified because the
discussion is going further than we have been mandated by the politicians or by
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the Prime Minister.
The intervention, which was echoed by Paul Lynch, a legal consultant to the Deputy Prime
Minister on Deep Sea Minerals Mining, resulted in confusion among international visitors since
the statements seemed to imply that the CIMP would not be recognizable as a marine manage
area if it excluded the most important extractive activities.
Secretary Ponia next indicated that the CIMP would act as a “watch dog” to ensure that
extractive activities occurred sustainably. The apparent ambiguity in these statements prompted
international participants to seek clarification on what the Cook Islands seemed to think the
CIMP would become. Sue Taei, from Conservation International, asked if government was
willing to have inclusive discussions in which fisheries and DSM mining interests would be open
to possible zonation of future actives within the CIMP under a Marine Spatial Planning
framework. Without all activities being included in the planning negotiations, she insisted, the
CIMP would not be successful as a marine park. The Secretary indicated that spatial planning
negotiations might be feasible. However, the friction over the issue of “regulation” indicated that
there had been very different understandings of what the CIMP could become among some
stakeholder groups. It also indicated that solutions to these political differences, to the extent that
they could be found, would need to come through a process of negotiation the outcomes of
which were still unclear.
The issue of whether the CIMP would have authority to regulate DSM mining or
commercial fishing was raised again at the May 16, 2012 Steering Committee Meeting. The
main topic of discussion was the finalization of an MOU between the Cook Islands Government
and some of the international partners that had attended the marine spatial planning workshop.
The decision to pursue a multi-party MOU came at the end of the workshop and was prompted
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by a perceived need for clarification of roles and coordination of effort. The MOU included the
Government of the Cook Islands, Conservation international, SPREP, IUCN, UC Santa Barbara
Marine Science Institute, and UNEP-WCMC.
Most of the Steering Committee meeting featured a tense discussion revolving around an
additional paragraph proposed by Paul Lynch. The added paragraph read as follows:
WHEREAS, the original and prevailing approval of the Cabinet of GoCI [Government of
the Cook Islands] is that the establishment of this Marine Park shall be subject to the
laws, culture and practices of the Cook Islands and will in no way limit, restrict or seek to
regulate the development and operations of the fisheries and deep sea minerals sectors for
the future benefit of the people and the economic advancement of the Cook Islands.
Mr. Lynch insisted that the Prime Minister had been clear that the CIMP would not regulate
DSM mining or commercial fisheries. They understood this to mean that while the CIMP board
might make suggestions about how marine resources might be used, it would have no decision
making authority. Others on the Steering Committee understood the Prime Minister’s previous
statements and support for the CIMP to mean that the CIMP process would result in a higher
standard of management in the Park, including the management of fisheries and mining. In an
interview another Steering Committee member insisted that:
The PM was very clear in his mind about what he wanted his vision for whatever the area
was going to be. His concern was that he didn't want us to just to and fish without limits
and things like that so that was the good thing. And if you talk to him today he would tell
the same thing now that he told you then. He has always said that the Marine Park will
not prevent mining and fishing. A lot of people assumed that it would cut all that off and
they didn't support that. But after we explained everything and gave the examples the
Great Barrier Reef and PIPA there was a lot of support because people could see where it
was going.
But it wasn’t clear to everyone where the marine park was going. The Prime Minister was clear
that the CIMP would not prevent mining and fishing, but it also seemed obvious to some that it
would have to do something different with the extractive sectors. Representatives from the MMR
and the DSM Unit located in the Deputy Prime Minister’s Office seemed to think differently.
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The Prime Minister’s “vision for whatever the area was going to be” was one of clear demands
about outcomes (both resource extraction and an image of the Cook Islands as “clean and
green”) but it was up to the Steering Committee to uncover the means through which they might
be possible.
The dispute wasn’t limited to the Cabinet room where the Steering Committee met.
Another Steering Committee member had drafted a press release about the Committee’s work.
After circulating the document to other members, however, she was apparently told by someone
in the MMR that it could not be released because the Steering Committee did not have the
mandate to say that the CIMP would help sustainably manage marine resources. As far as I
know, the press release was never sent out by the Steering Committee. Similar criticisms were
raised by the MMR about some of the copy written for the Lagoon Day video produced by Kevin
Iro (see chapter 4), where the issue revolved around the video’s uses of the term “Marine
Reserve” instead of “Marine Park.” “Marine reserve,” to the MMR and others in government
administration, suggested a no take reserve while “marine park” was a term that had been used
by government in conjunction with statements that the park would not stop mining or fishing.
While each of these instances of political friction occurred among individuals in the
Steering Committee, there were distinctly structural limits on the ability of its members to make
suggestions about if, or how, the CIMP would affect fisheries or potential DSM mining.
Authority to regulate specific resources had been delegated to different government bodies.
Fisheries and other marine resources were regulated by the MMR, which dealt with all actually
occurring extractive activities in the EEZ. As another Committee member told me, despite the
conversations about integrated management, there wasn’t anything in the EEZ that the CIMP
could regulate other than fishing and, potentially, mining. The MMR, and the Minister of Marine

209

Resources, would lose some element of control under nearly any version of the CIMP. This
indicates at least part of the reason the CIMP became widely supported at the same time public
dissatisfaction was growing with the MMR over the experimental fisheries scheme and the issue
of shark finning.
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Chapter 7: Micro-politics of International Conservation in the Cook Islands Marine Park,
Part II: Oceans 5 and Re-enforcing the Double-Bind
In mid-May, 2012, Sue Taei of Conservation International visited the Cook Islands with
Chuck Fox, Program Director for Oceans 5. Oceans 5 describes itself as “an international
funders’ collaborative comprised of new and experienced philanthropists dedicated to protecting
the world’s five oceans” (Oceans 5). The organization focuses on “large, opportunistic projects
and campaigns to establish marine reserves and constrain overfishing” (Oceans 5). As a funders’
collaborative, Oceans 5 is not one funding organization but several that work together through a
board of directors. The board of directors is advised by Mr. Fox who joined Oceans 5 from the
US Environmental Protection Agency where he was Assistant Administrator for Water. Oceans 5
had become interested in the CIMP through a proposal for funding that was submitted by
Conservation International. As a result, Mr. Fox visited Rarotonga to assess the situation for
himself.
On May 16 Taei and Fox attended a Steering Committee meeting to talk about the
potential role of Oceans 5 in funding early-stage work on the CIMP. This was the same meeting
where the issue of fisheries and DSM mining regulation within the CIMP was raised. It is not
surprising given his experience listening to the tense Steering Committee discussions, that Mr.
Fox immediately highlighted the importance of definition. I made the following record in my
fieldnotes:
Fox said that the first question his investors will ask him is what the Cooks mean by a
“marine park.” They will only invest in projects that meet their investment criteria for
protection. He seemed a bit disturbed by [one participant’s] intervention at the Steering
Committee meeting that seemed to argue that the marine park would not have the
authority to set aside no take areas. It is rumored that the Prime Minister assured Mr. Fox
that the Cooks would set aside significant no take areas.
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In a conversation several months later, Mr. Fox told me that Oceans 5 became interested in the
CIMP because of its proposed size and what appeared to be strong political support for the
project. On his first visit, however, it was clear that what the CIMP meant beyond its size was
vague. Oceans 5, according to Mr. Fox, would only “invest” in the CIMP if it met certain criteria
for marine protection. Foremost among these was a globally significant designation of no take
reserves, where all commercial extraction of resources would be prohibited. I later asked Mr.
Fox how “significance” was established in these cases. He told me that while the meaning of
significance can change from year to year, at that time it was approximately 200,000 km2 of no
take reserves. This way of assessing global significance, according to Fox, did not include nonspatial measures, such as biodiversity or other kinds of conservation or social value. It was the
number that was most important. Although a specific percent target was not discussed in my
meeting with Mr. Fox, it stands to reason that if the CIMP was to be approximately 1 million
km2 then approximately 20% of the area would need to be designated as no take reserves to meet
Oceans 5’s criteria for investment. Aside from the outer boundary of the CIMP, this push for a
significant portion of no take reserves represented the first attempt to positively define a portion
of the marine park in terms of global conservation values.
However, the criteria imposed by Oceans 5 as a requisite for funding also brought
forward even more clearly the double-bind in which the Steering Committee was caught. From
the beginning the Prime Minister held that the CIMP would not hinder seabed mining or
commercial fishing but would “add value” to these activities by making them more sustainable.
At the same time the CIMP was to be promoted as a conservation project based on examples like
the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park and dedicated to the larger project of the Pacific Oceanscape,
which is itself sometimes characterized as a conservation project, sometimes as one of integrated
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management, and sometimes as conservation through integrated management. Implicit in the
CIMP project, at least for some people, was the idea that some spaces would be no take reserves.
However, where these were to be located, either inshore or offshore, and how much space would
be designated had not been actively discussed until Oceans 5 became involved and made these
considerations seem more urgent.
Rumors
Also included in the passage of fieldnotes I have reproduced is the unconfirmed rumor
that the Prime Minister had personally reassured Mr. Fox that the Cook Islands was dedicated to
making significant contributions to global conservation through no take reserves despite claims
made by others during the Steering Committee meeting that the CIMP would not have the
authority to do so. What is most important about this observation is not what the PM may or may
not have said but that it was a rumor. The involvement of Oceans 5, and subsequent political and
social tensions that resulted, initiated a period in which rumor and speculation became
increasingly important among participants. In this case, rumor was unconfirmed or
unconfirmable information that was still somehow important to the political process. It might be
possible to think of these situations as a political ecology of rumor, where rumor and speculation
about other interest groups become a constitutive part of frictions and conflicts over the use and
distribution of ecological resources. Rumors included reported speech. For example, “I heard
from X that Y.” It also included speculative thought. For example, “I have known X for decades
and I bet he is thinking Y.” As one participant in the process speculated, either the Prime
Minister was telling each interested party what they wanted to hear (or “two timing” in her
words) or other interested parties were misrepresenting what he had said. On one side it was
argued that the CIMP process would have no power to designate no take areas. On the other,
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“significant” no take areas were implicit in the government’s previous commitments to the
CIMP and the Pacific Oceanscape. During this period (from May through August 2012) rumor
made an increasing contribution to the ethical plateaus upon which decisions could be made and
power justified by forming a basis for intervention in the process itself. The increase in rumor
also marked political and social tensions and unexpected ruptures (sometimes between good
friends) that emerged over the issue of Oceans 5 funding.
A Conversation by the Side of the Road
On July 22 I dropped of a rental car I had been using in the resort village of Muri and
began to walk home. On my way I met up with Steve Lyons, the director of the PICI, an NGO
that had been involved in the Marine Spatial Planning workshop and that was working hard
toward making the entire Cook Islands EEZ a shark sanctuary. He told me Oceans 5 had decided
to fund the CIMP. But this wasn’t all. Oceans 5 had also decided not to directly fund
Conservation International as originally assumed. Under the original proposal, Conservation
International would receive funding from Oceans 5 and then make sub-grants to local NGOs and
other partners. Now instead, Oceans 5 would directly fund Te Ipukarea Society (TIS), bypassing
Conservation International. According to Mr. Lyons, this move had created tension between
Conservation International and TIS. This was unexpected news. Sue Taei had been a friend and
colleague with several TIS members for many years. Also, while the amount of money was not
yet finalized, I was told that Oceans 5 may want between 30-40% of the CIMP to be designated
as no take zones. It became apparent over the course of the conversation that Chuck Fox had
been in contact with PICI and perhaps others since his last visit. This meant that had been
bypassing Conservation International in his communication with stakeholders in the Cook
Islands. While it would later turn out that Oceans 5 did indeed agree to fund the CIMP,
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presumably given a significant designation of no take reserves, the exact percentage of the total
area, the amount of funding, and the specifics of the emerging tensions remained the subjects of
rumor and speculation.
Conservation International, Oceans 5, and Te Ipukarea Society
Te Ipukarea Society was established in 1996 as a direct result of government downsizing
due to structural readjustment. Jacqueline Evans has argued that structural adjustment resulted in
a gutting of government environmental management (Evans, 2006). Evans was also the program
director for TIS during my fieldwork and is still, as far as I have found, the only researcher to
analyze the ecological effects of structural readjustment during this period on the Cook Islands.
Within this context, TIS was intended to fill a gap left in government administration of
environmental and conservation projects due to insufficient government capacity. At the time of
my fieldwork, several TIS board members were current or former government employees or had
worked at the regional level with SPREP or other agencies.
I visited with two members of TIS after I learned that Oceans 5 had decided to fund the
organization directly. Initially, it seemed as if TIS was in a position to make an important
decision, either to take a direct grant from Oceans 5 or ask that Conservation International
receive the grant and make sub-grants to TIS. It became clear during our conversation, and
several others with TIS members over the following week, that not only had recent events caused
tensions between TIS and Conservation International but divisions within TIS itself. Over the
next few weeks I had several discussions about Oceans 5 with Conservation International staff,
TIS members, Steering Committee members, one with Chuck Fox and another with an Oceans 5
contractor. During this time members of TIS became split into two groups, those that wanted to
be funded directly by Oceans 5 and those that felt it would be better to receive sub-grants from
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Conservation International. Among the former group, some members felt that Conservation
International had acted paternally and were, at times, condescending in its attitude toward local
NGOs. They especially felt that some in Conservation International believed that it was better
positioned than Cook Islanders to work on behalf of the Cook Islands. They believed that a direct
grant of approximately US$1.7 million to TIS (the rumored amount of funding at the time)
would not only be a more efficient use of resources but was also a great opportunity to build
local capacity.
Maria, a TIS board member and government employee who had been an acquaintance
and colleague of Sue Taei for nearly two decades, was an especially vocal critic of Conservation
International’s actions regarding direct funding to TIS. On July 24th, Maria stopped me as I was
walking back from a café to my office in the National Environment Service building. She
wanted to talk about what was happening at TIS and give her opinion on the developing events.
She was in favor of TIS receiving direct funding from Oceans 5. Her reasons were clear. She
believed that direct funding would mean that the Cook Islands and the CIMP would receive more
resources overall. A grant to Conservation International would divert scarce resources to the
global organizations’ administrative costs. Direct communication with Oceans 5 would also be
less confusing than going through a “middle man.” She also speculated that “certain government
ministries” (by which I can only assume she meant the Ministry of Marine Resources) would be
more open to the project if Conservation International had less control over funding. This seems
to have been a response to criticisms coming out of the MMR that international interests were the
driving force behind the CIMP. She also thought that direct funding would be a great opportunity
for TIS to show that it could manage large sums of money and, in this way, prove that they had
the capacity to take on more large-scale funding in the future. Finally, she felt that the model of
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direct funding to countries was already the norm in the climate change sector and that there was
no reason for biodiversity funding to be different. Because the Cook Islands had already
demonstrated their capacity to handle large amounts of funding for climate change, she felt that
the capacity was already in place to handle a direct grant from Oceans 5.
Maria felt that only one reason had been given by other TIS members for not receiving a
direct grant from Oceans 5. This reason was that Chuck Fox had apparently been less than fully
honest in his dealings with Conservation International. While some within TIS, and certainly
staff from Conservation International, felt that Oceans 5 could no longer be trusted as a partner,
others like Maria felt that Conservation International was also guilty of the same lack of
transparency. Central to this claim was the fact that Conservation International had developed the
proposal to Oceans 5 without consultation with Cook Islands stakeholders. She felt that personal
friendships and a sense of loyalty between certain individuals in TIS and Conservation
International were clouding an issue that to her seemed relatively straightforward. She also,
along with the other TIS members I spoke with, came to conceive the problem as rooted in the
strong personalities of Conservation International staff. Along these same lines, an opinion was
expressed within the CIMP Steering Committee that the problem originated with conflicts
between Mr. Fox and Conservation International staff and a failure of both to put Cook Islands
interests first. Finally, Maria told me that it had recently become clear that Oceans 5 would no
longer consider a direct grant to Conservation International. It was, thus, no longer appropriate to
think about the decision as being between a direct grant to TIS or sub-grants from Conservation
International but rather between Oceans 5 funding or no funding at all. She feared that if TIS
rejected the grant, Oceans 5 would make a direct grant to another local NGO and hence
marginalize TIS in future work on the CIMP.
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Another group of TIS members favored a direct grant from Conservation International.
The members of this group that I spoke with expressed concern that Oceans 5 was a relatively
young organization with an untested reputation. There was some suspicion that Oceans 5 might
attempt to impose its own agenda on TIS and the CIMP process, a view that was later echoed by
the MMR. This sentiment was reinforced by the perception among these TIS members that
Oceans 5 had not acted in good faith regarding the proposal developed by Conservation
International, meaning that Oceans 5 had moved ahead with the proposal created by
Conservation International without compensating the organization for its work. Some were also
uncomfortable with circumventing Conservation International, which had been a trusted partner
and supporter of the CIMP.
Representatives from Conservation International had a different perspective on the
possibility of direct funding from Oceans 5. In the first place, they emphasized their investment
in time, funding and resources in the CIMP process. This work included several drafts of
proposals written for Oceans 5. Later versions of the proposal document asked for three years of
funding to develop the first two phases of the CIMP. The first phase focused on the design and
legal establishment of the marine park and included activities like legal analysis of existing
legislation, marine spatial planning, public and community communication and outreach, the
formal launch of the CIMP at the PIFs meeting in August 2012, and the design and establishment
of a charitable trust to fund marine park activities. Phase two was intended to design and begin
implementation of a CIMP management plan in a collaborative effort between government, civil
society, local communities, and traditional leaders. It included activities such as zonation of the
marine park, a rapid assessment survey of biodiversity, the establishment of a marine park
authority that would replace the steering committee, additional consultation and outreach, and
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the establishment of the CIMP charitable trust. The document outlined a vision of integrated
ocean management and conservation at scale that moved beyond management of ocean activities
by separate governmental entities.
The proposal built on Conservation International’s existing work in on the CIMP which
was ongoing at least since July 2011, not long after I arrived at SPREP. It further built upon the
organizations extensive experience with the Phoenix Islands Protected Area and the Big Ocean
Managers Network. During this time, Conservation International shared its expertise with
government and communities in the Cook Islands, facilitated networking and learning
opportunities both internationally and in Rarotonga, and helped promote the CIMP project
through documentary films and other media. At the time of the proposal, Conservation
International estimated that it had been responsible for approximately $100,000 in staff time,
travel support, and direct funding. The proposal process led to Chuck Fox’s first visit to
Rarotonga. At this time Sue Taei, of Conservation International, introduced Mr. Fox to the CIMP
Steering Committee, the Prime Minister, and other stakeholders.
Conservation International staff also rejected suspicions about their motives for
developing the Oceans 5 proposal unilaterally. The primary drafter of the proposal said that
Oceans 5 had been approached not long after Conservation International became involved in the
CIMP as a potential source of funding. The early proposals were deliberately vague. The
intention was to develop details once negotiations with Oceans 5 had progressed. However,
according to one of the proposal writers, Mr. Fox pushed incessantly for increasing detail while
imposing deadlines that didn’t allow time for collaboration with Cook Islands partners. The
decision, from the Conservation International perspective, seemed to be between losing a
potential donor and developing the proposal alone. However, they remained insistent, until the
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moment it became clear that they would not be funded directly by Oceans 5, that the details of
the proposal were open to negotiation with Cook Islands partners, including the possibility of up
to 50% direct funding to TIS.
Perceived Cultural Differences
There was also an issue of perceived cultural values that created a difference of approach
to the political problem of Oceans 5 funding that refracted within and between the organizations
involved. Much of the difference revolved around what some participants saw as regionally and
locally appropriate methods and the “American” methods exemplified by both Conservation
International staff based in Virginia and Oceans 5. “American,” an accusation I heard often, in
this context meant a model of conservation based on the American corporation that is driven by a
board of directors in a more “top-down” rather than “grass roots” approach and that is
exemplified by a money-based method of influence and control over local affairs along with
strict surveillance requirements for projects.
There was a difference in approach, for example, between the Pacific-based and USbased personnel of Conservation International in its dealings with Oceans 5 and the Cook
Islands. The approach of Conservation International leadership remained one of persuasion
through money, by emphasizing both the financial resources it had already utilized in supporting
the CIMP process and its willingness to invest significant amounts of cash if needed in the
future. However, some regionally-based staff preferred a different approach that emphasized, in
their words, mana, which they conceived as a Pacific Islands value associated with integrity, the
value of long-term relationships, and consensus-driven decision making. From this perspective,
some regionally-based staff insisted that they would continue to support the CIMP process
regardless of TIS’s decision regarding direct funding from Oceans 5. However, they also
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emphasized that that the global resources of Conservation International (including additional
funding, expertise, and social capital) may be more difficult to access. It was this added value of
Conservation International as a global organization that they argued justified their portion of
Oceans 5 funding.
The insistence on a sense of Pacific or Cook Islands identity through shared values like
those associated with mana also resulted in further distinctions between regional staff of
Conservation International and Oceans 5. One example, according to one Conservation
International representative from the regional office was the unwillingness of Oceans 5 to
support the Cook Islands vaka, or the traditional sailing canoe program. The rebuilding of the
most recent traditional sailing canoe for the Cook Islands was sponsored by a German
philanthropist and is part of a larger Pacific fleet of seven canoes called Vaka Moana. Chuck
Fox’s visit to Rarotonga coincided (perhaps intentionally on the part of Conservation
International) with the arrival of the Vaka Moana during its maiden Pan-Pacific voyage. On the
Pacific Voyagers website (pacificvoyagers.org), in a section of text titled “Te Mana O Te
Moana” (the Spirit of the Ocean) traditional voyaging is described in a way that makes voyaging
and ocean conservation, culture and the environment, inseparable:
Pacific Islanders have a deeply rooted connection to the land, to the ocean and to the
environment. They do not make a distinction between the environment and culture – both
are one and the same. The ocean connects families across the Pacific and for hundreds of
years one tradition has laid the foundation for the cultures and lives on the islands: Ocean
Voyaging.
United as Pacific Voyagers we wanted to help revive the practice of traditional sailing
and navigation, but take it one step further by adding the latest solar technology. We
envisioned the evolution of Ocean Voyaging combining ancient wisdom with modern
alternative energy, making sailing canoes not only practical for current conditions, but
also independent and fossil-fuel-free. […]
In 2011 these seven Vaka Moana sailed from Aotearoa to Hawai’i, then to the West
Coast of the United States. In Hawai’i, the first and one of the most important
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destinations of the voyage, the sailors participated in the Kava Bowl Ocean
Summit, together with scientists and other experts from all over the world and different
areas of expertise, in order to discuss the latest findings about the state of the ocean.
(Pacific Voyagers)
The Vaka Moana represented a convergence of ideas usually held separate by European
intellectual traditions, including not only nature and culture, but also technological advancement
and traditional practice, and the ocean as at once divisive and connective substance. In the case
of technology and tradition, it was not only solar technology (and other additions like back-up
GPS and fiberglass hulls) that were recent to the vaka but also the mandate to promote ocean
awareness and conservation.
This vision of the Pacific as connected through ocean travel and protection calls to mind
Hau’ofa’s “Our Sea of Islands.” The Kava Bowl Ocean Summit also calls to mind the
participants and strategies of the Our Sea of Islands Forum and fora more generally as a means
of region building. But voyaging is also special as a region building practice in that it partakes
both symbolically and practically of ancient forms of regional connectivity. “This contemporary
vision,” Nicolas Thomas writes,
is not that of Hau’ofa alone but is shared by a remarkable group of Pacific people,
mariners who have established voyaging societies in Hawaii, the Cook Islands,
Micronesia, and elsewhere and who have reconstructed traditional canoes… These
projects are akin to many other efforts to recover tradition, but they are special because
they do not affirm particular peoples in a nationalist mode as much as they celebrate the
connections between peoples. (Thomas, 1997, p. 5)
I agree with Thomas that the vaka celebrate the connections between peoples. But they are also,
at least in the case of the Cook Islands, an important part of a nationalist project (Sessions,
1999).
Partners from both Conservation International and TIS had been trying to rethink the
meaning and uses of the vaka in the context of the CIMP. As an emerging artifact of “rhetoric
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and imagination” (Thomas, 1997, p. 6), an idea was proposed that the Takitumu, one of the first
contemporary Cook Islands vaka built by Thomas Davis for the 1992 Pacific Arts Festival, be
restored and used as a research vessel within the CIMP. The vessel could be used to generate
funding since would-be adventurers might pay to explore remote islands on a traditional sailing
canoe. The vaka would also provide a bit of independence from the expense of renting foreign
research vessels. It would also provide more opportunities to train new generations of traditional
Cook Islands sailors, allow more consultation with outer island communities, and provide a
powerful symbol of the Cook Islands as an environmentally sustainable nation. That was the
dream as expressed to me by one TIS member who was excited about the possible project.
But not everyone in TIS agreed that funding the vaka project, at least not at the early
stages of CIMP development, was important. Another member I spoke with believed it to be
interesting but not a priority for practical ocean management. The difference of opinion about the
significance of the vaka at the national level, and between actors in the Cook Islands and abroad,
highlights two important points. First, it would be a mistake to identify the CIMP in any simple
way with traditionalizing projects, although cultural tradition is important. Many Cook Islanders
are not Maori and tend to identify with this cultural heritage to differing degrees. Even, perhaps
especially, among the traditional leaders there is a diversity of opinion about Maori culture that is
sometimes passionately articulated. Furthermore, the representation of the Cook Islands through
Maori cultural heritage has a complicated history since it became self-governing in 1965. The
role of Maori culture and cultural revival in nation building has also been integral to promoting
the Cook Islands as a tourist destination, and thus as an economic growth strategy (Sessions,
1999). Whatever becomes of Cook Island national identity through the development of the
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marine park, it will be the result of multiple demands and forces, of which “tradition” is only
one.
This is related the second point, which is that regional and international partners in
general tended to overestimate their own understandings of local cultural values. One common
example was the tendency of regional-scale actors to overestimate the power and persuasion of
both regional and oceanic identifications in local politics. For example, it was very common for
non-local partners to introduce themselves through personal histories that linked their
presentation of self to the ocean, to islands and, if possible, to Oceania. One of the most
persuasive stories was a woman from an international NGO who would introduce herself as
being half Samoan and half Irish, who grew up in New Zealand, meaning that all of her heritage
goes back to islands. Another representative from an international NGO told about how he grew
up in a German coastal village where his father was an artisanal fisherman. He liked to say that
they both made a living from the ocean, one by catching fish and the other by protecting them.
These stories worked for building trust between Cook Island participants and international
partners during the marine spatial planning workshop for the CIMP. Cook Islander participants
spoke about how it made a difference that they shared similar backgrounds with visitors
anchored in the ocean.
However, oceanic and Pacific regional identifications could easily give way under
pressure. For example, when I asked one of the representative from the Cook Islands Office of
the Prime Minister about the CIMP as a contribution to the Pacific Oceanscape (a commitment
the Prime Minister had made previously), he said that a
guy from the world bank asked me, what do you think of the Oceanscape? I said
Oceanscape's fine as it is, but I'd like to think we are doing this for us and not because we
have signed on to become Oceanscape people. You know? I'd like to think that we are
doing this for us and not because we have a regional or international obligation.
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Furthermore, nascent political alliances between regional partners and traditional leaders seemed
to be more firmly defined in terms of a perceived opposition to certain government interests than
a positive identification with a common Pacific, island, or oceanic identity. During the split
between Oceans 5 and Conservation International, for example, the tendency increased among
traditional leaders involved in the process and Steering Committee members to think of all nonCook Islanders, even those of Pacific Islander heritage, in terms of whether they were promoting
Cook Islands interests or their own organizational agendas. To the extent that being from the
Pacific region was important it was in terms of one’s ability to understand local contexts and
mediate between local needs and international demands. When actions seemed to indicate
otherwise, being a Pacific Islander (as opposed to a Cook Islander) mattered much less.
Conservation as Intellectual Property
The proposal to Oceans 5 was regularly spoken about by Conservation International
representatives as intellectual property. Oceans 5, by using this proposal to move forward with
direct funding to TIS, was seen as steeling, or at least unethically appropriating, the intellectual
property of Conservation International that had invested resources and expected a return on that
investment. It makes sense from this perspective, even leaving aside any other motivations, that
Conservation International rejected all future fee-for-service arrangements with Oceans 5.
This is not how several TIS and Steering Committee members saw the situation. Instead
of recognizing the Oceans 5 proposal as the intellectual property of Conservation International,
they saw the document as ultimately belonging to the Cook Islands. Some were upset that it had
not been drafted in partnership with Cook Islands stakeholders (although, as discussed above,
Conservation International defended the unilateral drafting of the document as necessary due to
time constraints placed on them by Oceans 5). Within the Cook Islands, the proposal tended to
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be viewed as a product of labor by Conservation International but with Cook Islanders as the
“owners” of the social capital and political resources, such as stakeholder buy-in, from which
the document was made possible. In this sense, the work of Conservation International was
implicitly viewed as a kind of wage labor that could be compensated rather than a kind of capital
investment. The view of Conservation International’s work as labor to be potentially
compensated at a later date (and, thus, a strange hybrid of risky investment with no hope of
profit) made sense because Conservation International was viewed, and often presented itself, as
an altruistic organization. Conservation International’s reason for working with stakeholders
toward a Cook Islands Marine Park was most immediately presented as the marine park itself
and ultimately the global environment. Additional motives, for example organizational branding,
increased funding from donors, and organizational survival in a competitive funding
environment had to be inferred. If one took the altruistic view then compensation for labor, like
giving a monk his daily bread, was reasonable.
Differing assumptions about intellectual property, and property in general, were not only
at the heart of major differences among some stakeholders throughout the CIMP process but
were also broadly reflected in, and refracted through, other projects across Pacific Islands region.
A couple of anecdotes from my fieldwork will help illustrate the logic and reach of “intellectual
property” as a rhetorical topos:
1.

When I first returned to the Cook Islands for extended fieldwork, I spent nearly a week at

the Paradise Inn, a small hotel on the water in Avarua. One of the great appeals of the place,
aside from the price and location, was a lounge that opened onto a patio overlooking the lagoon.
One evening I found myself talking with several other guests, including a disaster researcher and
a Samoan artist who split his time between Samoa and New Zealand. The other patrons already
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knew each other and I listened as the conversation turned easily from hurricanes and disaster
preparedness to contemporary art, architecture, and Pacific Island cultures. The artist recounted a
recent trip to Tonga where he had seen a new building that incorporated elements of Samoan
architecture, specifically, what according to him was a distinctively Samoan way of tying knots.
Instead of speaking about this appropriation in terms of cultural exchange, diffusion, or some
kind of pan-Pacific cultural practice, he spoke passionately about how Tongan artists had stolen
Samoan “intellectual property.”
2.

And “Hell hath no fury like a Samoan scorned.” So begins a September 2013 Islands

Business article about Nike’s theft of Samoan tatau motifs for a line of sportswear called the
Tattoo Tech Collection. The article goes on to quote the Samoan Prime Minister Tuilaepa Sailele
Malielegaoi:
Those are our Samoan measina (cultural treasures). It’s our heritage and our cultural
property. We should all be protective of it. It should not be randomly exploited for
commercial use as it has been in this case. Especially when we are getting absolutely
nothing from Nike. (Rajan, 2013)
Nike eventually pulled the line from stores and apologized in a statement. But similar disputes
over cultural property range widely. As Elise Huffer, Cultural Adviser at the Secretariat of the
Pacific Community explains in the Islands Business piece:
There is also a misconception that traditional cultural expressions are part of the public
domain. They aren’t, they are specialised forms of knowledge that have not been
protected by Intellectual Property rights because Intellectual Property was not
conceptualised to cover knowledge that belonged to communities and was transmitted
orally. Traditional cultural expressions are very much linked to place and historical
context and people of the place and their custodians need to be fully acknowledged. …
Often those wishing to make them more known across the world through music or other
art forms for a range of reasons, do not ensure consent from all the traditional owners or
do not provide adequate compensation. Traditional cultural expressions are intellectual
property and need to be treated as such by all those using them. (Rajan, 2013)
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There is a tension, in such statements. On one hand, cultural expressions are not protected as
intellectual property rights. On the other, it is still argued that cultural expressions are forms of
intellectual property. Such arguments have obvious weight. Nike, for example, did eventually
discontinue its Samoan inspired designs.

The pervasive regional discourse on cultural and intellectual property, including the
dispute over the Oceans 5 proposal, provides a window into the role metaphors of capital play in
biodiversity conservation as a form of economic development and cultural practice. A key
question implicit in the frictions between Oceans 5, Conservation International and TIS was
concerning how the idea of the CIMP was involved in value creation and distribution.
The value of the CIMP was most often expressed in terms of the effects its eventual
institutionalization. Some examples include: (1) the value accrued to future generations, either
the value of a healthy environment or the additional value of invested profits; (2) various forms
of “added value” such as fish sold at premium prices for being “sustainably caught,” or the
added value for tourists who might pay more to visit ecologically sustainable destinations; (4) the
protection of what was often referred to as “cultural value” or the recognition that certain
features of the environment are important for Cook Islanders and Cook Islands Maori,
specifically; and (3) integrative management as maximizing the value of each ocean-based sector
(fisheries, tourism, seabed mining, subsistence) without destroying or lessening the value of any
one sector.
All of the justifications for creating the CIMP in terms of its final value share an
underlying assumption that the value of the idea ultimately resides in its future institutionalized
arrangements of people, resources, technologies, and other components. However, such
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justifications neither consider how these new values are generated in the first place nor how they
come to be distributed throughout the process of ideation itself. 25 Alternatively, by looking at
the micro-political process through which the CIMP is being created, we can look at value
creation and resource distribution in practice, or as emerging arrangements, rather than assuming
that the value of the CIMP lies completely in its institutional realization, or other definitions of
success. In other words, even failed projects can create and (re)distribute value. By paying
attention to which resources are at play during the process of ideation and how values become
(re)distributed, we can better understand how ideas, even vague ideas like the CIMP, come to be
a force in (environmental) history.
From this perspective, Conservation International’s justification of its work and argument
for administering the full value of the grant from Oceans 5 was an attempt to create, or perhaps
maintain, a form of capital that was ultimately denied. The claim that the proposal was
“intellectual property” failed, in part, because Conservation International lacked the power (both
rhetorical and institutional) to enforce the exclusive rights to its use. Nevertheless, Conservation
International helped create value by bringing diverse actors into new and potentially useful
arrangements. However, the relative value of the CIMP idea as instantiated in these novel
arrangements increased for TIS and decreased for Conservation International as the former
became the direct recipient of Oceans 5 funding. Alternatively, the claim by some Steering

25

A similar argument has been made about Marx’s labor theory of value, which locates value in abstract total labor
time and profit as the difference between the value of labor-power and wages paid for labor:
Marx’s distinction can arise only after an innovation has been established. Marx assumed that
productivity niches already exist, so that through their financial possession capitalists can hold
back on wages and sequester a profit. From the perspective of the innovation model, Marx offered
a distribution not a generation model of profit, and he mystified value’s origin as a “gift of nature”
rather than seeing it as a result of human creativity. (Gudeman, 2001, p. 105)
An innovation model, in contrast, posits that value arises initially from the emergence of new social and technical
arrangements and the destruction of old arrangements.
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Committee members that Cook Islanders “owned” the Conservation International proposal can
be read as an implicit claim that Conservation International had attempted to unjustly appropriate
Cook Islands cultural, social, and political capital. The assertion by some stakeholders in the
Cook Islands that Conservation International should be compensated fairly for their work offered
a way of understanding the organization’s efforts as a kind of wage labor. Alternatively, Oceans
5 seemed to view the situation in terms of efficiency. Too little of the investment would pass on
to the CIMP project under the Conservation International budget. Potential value, form this
perspective, was realized by bypassing Conservation International in favor of TIS.
Concluding Meditation: The CIMP as “a Testing Ground for Defining Concepts”
It was common for people to refer to early-stage projects as “concepts.” We saw this with
Wilkie Rassmusen’s description of the CIMP where he said that “concept in essence is actually a
very, very good green concept. It’s selling off to the world an image of the Cook Islands.” People
spoke about the Oceanscape concept, the CIMP concept, and the concept of a clean and green
Cook Islands. At first, this seemed quite odd to me since I am accustomed to thinking about
concepts as intellectual tools of exclusion. It seems that my friends in Samoa, the Cook Islands,
and elsewhere in the Pacific were using the term in a way that more closely reflects the
etymology of its verb form. Instead of the noun concept, which implies a thing conceived
without reference to the stage of development, the verb to conceive (from the Latin conceiven)
means to become pregnant. I argue that when participants used the term concept in relation to
early-stage and ongoing projects like the CIMP, they were referring to conception as a
pregnancy, the conception of new forms the final arrangement of which cannot be known in
advance.
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In the Our Sea of Islands Forum, this was most clearly seen in a work session called A
New Future for Our Sea of Islands: Oceania’s Marine Managed Areas, held on Monday,
January 29, 2007. In general, the Forum did not distinguish clearly between MPAs and MMAs
but either used “MMA” as an umbrella term or the hybridized “MMA/MPA.” Unlike the more
analytical approaches to definition, this work session (and the Forum in general) emphasized the
diversity of areas already in existence. Part of the stated purpose of the session was to increase
“…awareness of the diversity in type, scale and approach of MMA/MPA approaches from
different parts of the region” (Proceedings, 2007, p. 15).
The session presentations included two that focused on international targets and policy
gaps. Both of these (one by a representative from SPREP and another by Louisa Wood)
emphasized the lack of MMAs/MPAs in Exclusive Economic Zones. Both emphasized the need
for increased development of these areas to meet regional commitments to international targets.
The remaining presentations were case studies of particular MMAs/MPAs or networks. These
ranged from networks of small scale MMAs (such as the Fiji Locally Managed Marine Areas,
FLMMA) and two presentations on Large-Scale MPAs, one on Phoenix Islands Protected Area
(PIPA) and the other from the Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument.
It was during the latter presentation that the Monument, as a Large-Scale MPA, was
described as “a testing ground for defining concepts such as culturally appropriate access, remote
enforcement, and true multi-jurisdictional coordinated management” (Proceedings, 2007, p. 21).
This reference is obviously not the sort of concept work common in academic or analytical
situations. Instead, the novelty of LSMPAs in both their spatial and temporal horizons, both
characteristics that open them up as arenas for broad political engagement, make the definition of
central concepts of importance unsettleable, in most cases, by routine procedures. Instead,
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“testing ground” suggests something like a liminal space where new rituals of discovery can be
invented.
In this sense, we might think of concepts as taking on some of the characteristics of
ritually induced liminality. In his essay “Betwixt and Between” (1970), Victor Turner discusses
“liminality” in the context of society understood as a “structure of positions” in which the liminal
is an “interstructural situation” (1970, p. 93). He is concerned with interstructural human beings,
both individuals and corporate groups, that go through liminal periods during rites de passage.
Liminality is characterized by process and transition between states in which persons or groups
become socially ambiguous, socially invisible and culturally characterized by symbolic
negativity and contradiction (e.g. both male and female yet neither male nor female, both alive
and dead yet neither alive nor dead). Because liminal phases are transitions, the persons or
groups that undergo them are not what they once were and not yet what they will become. “They
are at once no longer classified and not yet classified” (Turner, 1970, p. 96).
In the context of an LSMPA as a testing ground for concepts like “enforcement” or
“management,” the concepts at stake are not what they used to be and not yet what they will
become. But even so, there is a significant difference between this liminality and the liminality
of rites de passage as described by Turner, who was specifically analyzing liminality in
“relatively stable societies” (1970, p. 95). Moves to create LSMPAs occur within the conditions
of modernity that Anthony Giddens has described as a juggernaut, in which we are all along for
the ride (no one is external) and the direction is rendered unpredictable through constant
feedback mechanisms (Giddens, 1990). For Giddens, these characteristics of modernity are
derived mostly from the unpredictable consequences inherent in complex, abstract systems and
the reflexivity of social knowledge. The first is a result of complexity but the latter is a function
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of the fact that social knowledge interferes with and changes its objects through appropriation
and intervention. In Turner’s examples the general result is known, even if those undergoing
rites de passage experience themselves as ambiguous and occupy liminal social positions. Under
conditions described by Giddens, however, no one knows what the result will be, when it will be
settled, or if there will ever an adequate resolution. In this sense, because no one is external to
the trials through which concepts are to be tested, the heterogeneous concept “makers” are also
open on some level to liminality.
This brings up another important distinction. For Turner, it is people (individuals or
corporate groups) that become liminal. Under the conditions in which LSMPAs are coming into
existence, however, it is people (including corporate groups), objects, and relationships between
them are liminal. Consider an NGO like Conservation International that has staked a great deal
of its resources and reputation on the Phoenix Islands Protected Area and the Cook Islands
Protected Area (and more recently an LSMPA in New Caledonia). We could ask to what extent
this organization is also liminal when what it is endorsing as “conservation” or “sustainability” is
not only open to the vagaries of ongoing work but also only obliquely and partially under the
control of its leadership and staff. In this case the liminality of the organization is linked to the
liminality of the central concepts that will come to constitute the CIMP through Conservation
International’s support and publicly visible engagements with the project. In this sense, making
the CIMP a success from the perspective of an organizational stakeholder is only partly about
realizing a particular endorsed vision for its outcome. It is also, and perhaps more importantly, a
function of endorsing what the project has, and will, become. To declare a project a success,
which is always dangerous and probably for this reason alone has not yet been done in a definite
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sense, is partly to define what one’s organization is about in terms of the project. And, as we
have been discussing, these terms can come to be defined in unpredictable ways.
At this point we might ask how liminality under conditions like the juggernaut of
modernity affects the dynamism described. It seems that while the transition and process is
acknowledged as a general condition, liminality as a component is less theorized. For example,
Giddens writes: “New knowledge (concepts, theories, findings) does not simply render the social
world more transparent, but alters its nature, spinning it off in novel directions” (Giddens, 1990,
p. 153). But we should wonder how much of what Giddens knows about “concepts” is informed
by his own scholarly habitus, in which one pins down a notion through careful refinement of
theoretical and empirical material. While I give Giddens credit for recognizing that social
knowledge reflexively alters its objects (e.g. social practices), he doesn’t pay enough attention to
how the liminality of “concepts, theories, findings” are themselves reflexively altered through,
and in turn affect, social practice.
Karen Knorr Cetina, in her essay Objectual Practices (2001) takes significant steps
toward understanding the objects of epistemic work in these terms. Her intervention is
contextualized by practice theories, like those of Giddens and Bourdieu, that stress the habitual
dimensions of practice. However, she chooses to emphasize the creative and constructive
dimensions of epistemic practices that are common among experts, especially researchers, as
they encounter objects central to inquiry. Epistemic practices occur within relationships of
subject-object distantiation, or when attention is drawn to both the subject and object (of work)
when the object resists, breaks down, or otherwise calls attention to itself. Thus, epistemic
objects are far from being invisible and stable infrastructures or tools that are directed toward
some end. They are, instead, characterized by continual unfolding in which the object as it is
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now will only be known in terms of the object as it will be later. Since these objects are
interesting and productive because of what they lack, they can be thought of as a “continual
unfolding of absences” (2001, p. 191). Importantly, epistemic objects are meaning making and
practice generating not because they are referents, or “real objects” that are signified by other
partial objects (e.g. graphs, models, or maps) but because they gesture to what they are not yet.
Epistemic objects are continually in transition and, as such, animators of social practice and
change.
To illustrate this notion, Knorr Cetina draws upon a bureaucratic metaphor that is
particularly apt to the argument I am making. She writes:
In contrast, objects of knowledge appear to have the capacity to unfold indefinitely. They
are more like open drawers filled with folders extending indefinitely into the depth of a
dark closet. Since epistemic objects are always in the process of being materially defined,
they continually acquire new properties and change the ones they have. But this also
means that objects of knowledge can never be fully attained, that they are, if you wish,
never quite themselves. What we encounter in the research process are representations or
stand-ins for a more basic lack of object. (2001, p. 190)
I suggest that in the case of the CIMP in particular, and likely for other large-scale ocean spatial
entities such as LSMPAs and the regional-scale Pacific Oceanscape, this bureaucratic metaphor
is literal. These objects are constituted by a basic lack that renders them both meaning producing
and practice generating. Furthermore, the practices generated are largely those described
previously, documentary practices that are both material and discursive and that may extend
indefinitely as a process of ongoing (re)definition.
Here we can see a parallelism between epistemic objects and liminality. They both have
generative characteristics. Turner emphasized the negativity of the liminal phase (from the
perspective of social structure) that gives rise to novel positive characteristics. He writes:
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Liminality may perhaps be regarded as the Nay to all positive structural assertions, but as
in some sense the source of them all, and, more than that, as a realm of pure possibility
whence novel configurations of ideas and relations may arise. (1970, p. 97)
We have already mentioned the conditions under which epistemic objects are generative,
unfolding to fill a fundamental lack. The argument here, by extension, is that epistemic objects,
and to some extent the people who work on them, are also liminal. In addition, this sort of
liminality is not the small gap of interstructure that momentarily disrupts and eventually affirms
structure, but an indefinite characteristic that exists along with structural characteristics that may
bring closure to the liminal process but under conditions the specificities of which cannot be
known in advance. In the meantime, new relations and novel configurations come into being.
The juggernaut is animated by the liminal.
Thus, the bureaucratic metaphor used by Knorr Cetina highlights an important tension at
the root of making LSMPAs, between routine procedural practices (structure) that constitute
what is normally conceived as bureaucratic work and extraordinary (un-routine) practices that
are prodded by the basic objective lack of (early-stage) LSMPAs as novel (liminal) projects. As
liminal, the CIMP was given definition in negative terms when the Cook Islands government
repeatedly assured all stakeholders that it would hinder neither seabed mining nor commercial
fishing. In addition to this negative definition, the symbolic resources of space were sometimes
outlined as the means through which the marine park would both not hinder extractive industry
and promote diverse desired outcomes, such as “conservation,” “sustainable development”
through green tourism, and the empowerment of different stakeholders. It was through the means
of marine spatial planning (itself not clearly understood by stakeholders) that the CIMP as a
spatial entity of 1 million km2 was to, somehow, produce all desired outcomes. To do so,
however, the creation of the CIMP involved structuring processes in which the CIMP was to be
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progressively codified in law, regulation, and other institutions. It thus does not seem accidental
that the CIMP got its start as a national project through purely negative definition in which the
conditions of pure possibility (or something approaching it) were engendered. The “Nay” that
initiated the marine park as a liminal process came through the performative announcement by
Prime Minister Henry Puna which, although it had absolutely no effect on the ocean itself,
rendered the liminal CIMP a generative object that had to be engaged through the bureaucratic
practices of the Cook Islands, regional agencies, and the energies of other partners.
There are, however, key differences between Knorr Cetina’s epistemic objects and
LSMPAs as testing grounds. First, epistemic objects are objects of scientific research practice
through which new knowledge is generated because the “objects” are ontologically open to
change. While LSMPAs are research objects that are sometimes characterized as “natural
laboratories,” they are much more than this. LSMPAs are also bound up with political,
economic, ethnic, (sometimes) military, resource, and many other interests in ways that
epistemic objects can but need not be. Because the number and kinds of interests that can come
together within the process of making these entities is open, I prefer to think of them in terms of
liminal process rather than as epistemic objects. Because epistemic objects are generative of
process and LSMPAs as early stage projects are processes that hope to become objects, this
preference is one of temporal, and perhaps logical, order. Second, it is also unclear at what point
and in what senses LSMPAs become objects. They are not simply the sea contained within
boundaries but also the institutional arrangements and technological interventions that come to
constitute them. They also involve the political and social relationships, potential and actual,
between people and organizations that are constituted and altered.
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Importantly, the work conducted within these projects is not on a “marine park” in any
simple sense of an oceanic space but is done with and to documents and social relationships that
are produced within Firm, Forum, and Field. Neither LSMPAs like the CIMP nor larger regional
projects like the Pacific Oceanscape are objects apart from their documentary instantiations and
organizational becomings. It is through the unfolding of documents and the networks of people
who work on them that these liminal processes become increasingly structured, or so it is hoped.
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Chapter 8: Toward a Political Ecology of Vagueness: Heterotopia, Liminality, Deep Play,
and Others
A Political Ecology
Political ecology is not a coherent theory, despite efforts at synthesis and summary. At its
most fundamental, political ecology can be understood as any sensibility that runs counter to
apolitical ecologies, including most sustainable development and nature valuation paradigms that
focus on technical forms of management (Robbins, 2004). Within this broad understanding of
ecology as somehow entangled in economic and political forces, there are many different
emphases, perspectives, and definitions (Robbins, 2004). I emphasize, therefore, a political
ecology of vagueness in recognition of the fact that there may be different formulations and
approaches to what seems to be the pervasive challenge of the imprecise to both the study and
practice of emerging forms of environmental management, activism, and resource uses.
Following Martinez Alier (2002) and Escobar (2008) I rely on an understanding of
political ecology in terms of ecological distribution conflicts or:
The social, spatial and inter-temporal patterns of access to the benefits obtainable
from natural resources and from the environment as a life support system,
including its ‘cleaning up’ properties. (Martinez Alier, 2002, p. 73).
Ecological distribution is inherently dependent on environmental conditions, including climate,
the availability of resources, and topography. It is also inherently cultural, social, technological,
economic and political. From this perspective, political ecology focuses on the availability of
ecological resources and services to different groups of people. The emphasis on conflict departs
from earlier theoretical frameworks, notably cultural ecology, that emphasized adaptation and
ecological equilibrium (see Netting, 1986; Rappaport, 1984 for examples).
Arturo Escobar (2008) has expanded on the implications of distribution conflicts by
theorizing a political ecology of difference in which people mobilize the historically and
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geographically embedded cultural resources of difference in defense of place against unwanted
consequences of globalization. Difference is generated through change in the economic,
ecological, and cultural domains. In contrast with Martinez Alier (2002), who emphasizes
distribution conflicts across the economic and ecological, Escobar extends this form of analysis
across the cultural domain in terms of cultural distribution conflicts. As cultural differences are
established through processes like colonization or development, cultural privileging takes place.
This includes, for example, the privileging of capitalist discourses of nature over local and
indigenous constructions. Because cultural differences are valued and articulate with power
differently, cultural distribution conflicts become entangled with the economic and ecological
domains. These conflicts do not arise from cultural differences themselves but from the
differences in effective power associated with particular cultural differences. A political ecology
of difference, then, calls for discussions of economic, ecological, and cultural difference in the
contexts of power.
This formulation of the relationships within a political ecology framework is an important
step toward an adequately flexible yet rigorous analytical framework for understanding the
human-environment. Vayda and Walters (1999) have argued that too much of what passes for
political ecology assumes a priori that political events are the most important causal factors in
environmental change. Furthermore, many political ecologists, in focusing on political processes,
never actually describe actual effects on the environment. Vayda and Walters instead suggest an
“evenemental,” or event, ecology that begins with environmental changes that need to be
understood and then begins to map multiple contributing factors. Event ecology is an important
corrective to an insistence on the causal priority of political events, including the powermediated distribution of access to resources.
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As Escobar has recognized (1996), however, the (eco)materialist analyses that Vayda and
Walter’s have advocated are not complete without analysis of the discursive and social practices
that are never separate from what we usually think of as ‘material reality’ and through which
ideas like nature, ecology, and sustainability come into existence and function in relation to the
power mediated human-environment. From this explicitly post-structuralist perspective, the
ecological “events” that Vayda and Walter’s emphasize are comprised of both physical
conditions and socio-cultural resources in a complex hybrid (see Latour, 1993). Part of this can
be seen in the tendency of capital to incorporate ‘nature’ in the form, for example, of
conservationist discourses and practices that aim to preserve ecosystems for their potential
genetic diversity and eventual pharmaceutical applications.
Nature is here seen from an antiessentialist perspective in which what counts as “nature”
changes according to different articulations of the socio-cultural with the biophysical (Escobar,
1999). These entail different forms of production and ideation that have come to coexist and
influence each other. Escobar (1999) discusses the interactions of local and traditional
communities with the landscape (organic nature), modern agriculture (capitalist nature
characterized by regimes of seeing, such as governmentality), and new interactions between
technoscience and biology (technonature). By focusing on antiessentialist approaches inspired by
post-structural analyses, political ecology can avoid both an a priori focus on politics (narrowly
defined) and essentialized notions of what constitutes ecology.
In expanding upon this approach and critique of political ecology I will emphasize three
additional characteristics. First, ecological distribution conflicts can be imaginary as well as
actual. The example of Deep Seabed Mining (DSM) in the Pacific is a good example in which a
great deal of political conflict has emerged around a practice that does not yet exist (see chapter
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2). Instead, participants wrangled over potential benefits and impacts within a process that will
shape any actual DSM mining that may eventually occur. Second, and partly following from
Escobar’s antiessentialist political ecology, a great deal of what is ecological unfolds in spaces
that are not usually recognized as such (e.g. biotech labs and offices). These include the indoor
spaces of the firm and forum that articulate with the field and other outdoor spaces through the
processes and technologies of knowledge production, representation, extraction and practices
like genetic engineering. Alternatively, while we are not as used to thinking in terms of an
environmentalism of the indoors this is exactly where we assume politics occurs. However, one
lesson of political ecology is that politics is inherent also in the outdoors as understood in terms
of, for example, the consequences of slow violence (Nixon, 2011), and the environmentalism of
the poor (Nixon, 2011; Martinez Alier 2002). Both politics and ecology are distributed in
complex ways across and within domains that we used to clearly distinguish as nature and
culture. Third, as nascent projects like DSM mining or the Cook Islands Marine Park show, the
cultural resources of difference and the social techniques of distribution may be available but
imprecisely or inconsistently operationalized. In certain situations, identifications and
distinctions between groups are in negotiation, and the investiture of effective power in particular
sources of cultural, ecological, and economic difference is not always obvious from the
beginning. This observation brings us very close to the idea that vagueness can be an important
condition of a political ecology framework that attempts to understand human-environments in
flux.
Of Vagueness
It has become commonplace to begin discussions of vagueness by acknowledging that the
term vague is itself imprecise. The etymology of the word, while nudging in a productive
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direction, exhibits its own sort of haziness. The Latin vagari means to wander or to roam while
the noun form, vagus, means wandering, fickle, and aimless (Carney and Miller, 2009). It has
uncertain relationships to the terms vagabond and vagrant, the attitudes toward which resonate in
modern legal institutions that can render the status of not being securely emplaced a crime, a
trajectory that Foucault traced in Madness and Civilization (Foucault, 1965). The term is heavy
with socially negative associations such as laziness, danger, deviance, deviousness, and moral
looseness of various sorts and calls to mind feelings of danger and pollution associated with the
culturally interstitial (see Douglas, 2003).
As a sort of unwelcome fringe element, vagueness is often contrasted with precision and
is widely believed to be an undesirable feature that must be reduced or eliminated in the domains
of knowledge production, policy formation, management and other forms of governance
(Schofield, 2003). Audit culture, characterized by transparency and increased calculability is
symptomatic of a broad recognition that bureaucratic institutions of all forms are both haunted by
the vague and the belief that this vagueness is harmful to the proper functioning of social
organizations (Schofield, 2003). At the same time, many of these institutions are increasingly
mandated to be flexible, to collaborate across institutional, sectoral, epistemic, and scalar
boundaries in the pursuit of innovation, excellence and, increasingly, survival.
In the discourse of scientific and environmental management the status and implications
of vague terms is common (see Struntz, 2012 for the example of “resilience”). The definition of
terms with high visibility in law and regulation, such as the term “marine protected area” have
been widely debated in professional circles (see Chapter 4). This resistance of definition to
technical means of adjudication spills over into attempts to rationalize global marine
management. For example, before managers and academics can precisely and accurately
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calculate how much area of the global ocean is protected, they must have a common definition of
“protection.” And this common definition does not exist. A poll of MPA News asked readers to
identify the world’s largest marine protected area. Answers ranged from the Great Barrier Reef to
the entire world ocean. This points to a persistent political symptom of the vague; it is not
obviously settleable through rational procedures (such as cost benefit analysis). Instead, vague
issues are often settled through various political pressures and forces that take time and are
unpredictable.
As previous chapters have shown, the idea of the Cook Islands Marine Park was vague in
this sense. It consisted of multiple meanings and meaningful shifts in emphasis. To summarize
briefly, in my interviews with various stakeholders, I always asked what they thought the marine
park was, and I received a broad range of answers. There was a sense that a marine park would
become a platform for democratic reform and a mechanism for increased public oversight of
marine resource management. These attitudes were related to widespread dissatisfaction among
Cook Islanders with what they perceived as secrecy regarding the sale of commercial fishing
licenses and a monopoly of power by the Ministry of Marine Resources. A common theme
among traditional Maori leaders was a hope that the marine park would give them more control
over marine resources and further institutionalize the role of traditional ocean management, a
role that was weakened during the colonial period.
Government ministries were not enthusiastic about the marine park idea at first, but most
were later convinced by Conservation International and SPREP staff that the park could become
a platform for raising conservation funding from global patrons that could then be used for
smaller local projects that would otherwise be regarded as non-fundable. Both government and
opposition were enthusiastic and believed that the park would enhance the Cook Islands
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international image as a leader in sustainability, increase eco-tourism, and boost revenue. Several
of those involved were interested in the marine park primarily as a platform for education and as
a way to shift public attitudes toward the environment by inspiring a sense of national pride
grounded in an ethic of stewardship. Kevin Iro, who originally conceived of the marine park as a
tourism scheme, shifted his emphasis to biodiversity conservation partly because of his
involvement with Conservation International and other international partners.
But international partners had their own interests. One of the earliest donors, a
philanthropic network known as Oceans 5, was interested in the marine park for its potential to
designate massive no take areas where fishing is prohibited. The World Bank was interested,
contrarily, because the park would in theory be an experiment in more sustainable extractive
industry. Each of these interested parties became a shaping force on the development of the
overall meaning of the Cook Islands Marine Park, a meaning that was to be defined through the
political wrangle and not reducible to the sum of stakeholder interests. Perhaps one of the best
meta-analyses of the marine park’s wandering tendencies came from Robin Grant, Kevin Iro’s
partner in advocating for the marine park. When ask what the marine park was he answered:
What is the marine park? I’m hoping it has a lot of legs, a lot of extra benefits and
that people that are smarter than us can start seeing what they can do with it rather
than me just sitting here saying it’s gonna be a great idea. It’s got to be given
away.
For Grant the marine park is at its best as an idea with a lot of legs, one that roams far afield of
his own imagination.
It is my contention that vagueness in the senses outlined here are foregrounded as an
important political, social, and cultural resource under the conditions of integration and broad
public participation These conditions that characterized the emergence of the CIMP and some
other large-scale ocean management projects. This is partly because, as Sebastian Strunz (2012)
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has observed in the context of scientific research, vagueness becomes increasingly important as
creativity, inter- and transdisciplinary communication, and problem-solving become more highly
valued. Thus, while vagueness is often viewed as a problem to be solved, it can be a necessary
condition and productive of policy and institutional formation (Strunz, 2012). Vagueness, from
this perspective, can be a condition of possibility, imagination, and an animating force of
organization but one that wonders and roams, that resists forms of rationalization but also
contributes to possibilities for new rationalities. In this sense the vagaries of the vague suggest a
feeling of being adrift, of the oceanic and voyaging. To quote Carney and Miller, both:
The German Woge and the French vague may denote a wave or a sea-swell,
partaking in an activity that cannot be bordered, territorialized or occupied in the
same way as land. The wave and the swell are associated with the mobility of the
boat, of the movement of rivers and the dangerous indeterminacy of marine
weather in its squalls and storms. Are not sailors wanderers and have they not at
times been stigmatised with the rogue qualities of vagabonds? Rivers and the sea
are not places of being or ‘identity’ despite the static names we give them. As
flows they are always in movement, always becoming. (2009, p. 35)
As a kind of venturing movement, the vague calls to mind Foucault’s (1986) heterotopia for
which the ship was an example par excellence through its wandering and sundry gathering of
places in the forms of people and things. But it calls to mind other attempts to capture the vague,
such as Vincent Crapanzano’s (2004) imaginative horizons which, following William James,
tries to re-instate the vague and inarticulate to its proper place in our lives. It also shares ground
with Turner’s related concepts of liminality and communitas, and Michael Fischer’s (2003)
appropriation of deep play and ethical plateau. As I am using the term, then, vagueness signals
both indeterminacy and dynamic movement, both the imbrications of meaning and wanderings
among.
Heterotopia: A Constellation of Concepts
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Any political ecology must describe emplacements of contention and articulation. The
emplacements of the Cook Islands Marine Park were not primarily outside in the transparent
spheres of what Tim Ingold (2000) has called the dwelling perspective but indoors, partly in
offices but overwhelmingly in the heterotopic milieu of conference rooms. These spaces are
inherently imaginative since they work by representing, juxtaposing, and imbricating multiple
other places, peoples, organizations, institution, logics, and discourses. They are technologies for
relating presence and absence in space and time.
Foucault describes heterotopia as a “counter-site, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in
which the real sites…are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted” (Foucault, 1986,
p. 24). Heterotopias are in some sense both real and unreal. A mirror, to use his example, is a
utopia in that its space literally does not exist. Yet, it is also real in that its representation is
connected with actual space. As such a heterotopia is a “simultaneously mythic and real
contestation of the space in which we live” (Foucault, 1986, p. 24). While these spaces likely
exist in every culture, Foucault distinguishes between heterotopias of crisis that have been
prevalent in small-scale societies (e.g. the spaces associated with ritual pollution and rites of
passage) and the heterotopias of deviation that are more common in modern societies (e.g.
prisons, rest homes, and psychiatric hospitals). I would add to Foucault’s examples of
heterotopias of deviation those spaces that seem commonplace but that are needed as
counterpoints to other quotidian spaces. I am thinking particularly of forum spaces that usually
occur in the “nowhere” of hotel conference rooms or other neutral spaces that are counterposed
to the organizational spaces of the firm, of bureaucracy and institutional enclosure. Heterotopias
include the juxtaposition of multiple, and sometimes incompatible, spaces within one place. One
of Foucault’s examples is the garden that represents the universe in microcosm. Another, more
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apt for my work, is the cinema that can project any three dimensional space on a twodimensional screen. As I have mentioned elsewhere, the conference room functions as a
makeshift cinema and has, in this sense, all of the characteristics of a heterotopia.
Heterotopias create connections among multiple temporalities (heterochronies). Here we
have heterotopias of indefinitely accumulating time, such as libraries and museums, and
heterotopias of temporal and transitory flow, such as festivals. My favorite of Foucault’s
examples, for obvious reasons, is the Polynesian resort village as a kind of temporal heterotopia
that brings together heterotopia of accumulated time and heterotopia of the festival. These spaces
are both the abolition of time in the mode of vacation and the rediscovery of the entirety of
human history (or at least a time before European contact). The resort village, in the case of the
Cook Islands, is also a heterotopic space of nation making through a confluence of tourism,
culture, and national policy (see Sissons, 1999). Heterotopias are, in general, not freely
accessible but rather rely on systems of openings and closings that make them accessible to some
and off limits for others. Finally, heterotopias serve functions in relation to other spaces that fall
between two extremes. The first creates a space of illusion that functions to reveal real spaces as
even more illusory. Foucault indicates that some of the famous brothels of the past might serve
as an example. The second function is compensation for some lack or imperfection, such as some
forms of highly regulated monastic life or the puritanical colonies of seventeenth century
America. Foucault ends his essay with a reflection on the ocean-going ship:
Brothels and colonies are two extreme types of heterotopia, and if we think, after all, that
the boat is a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exists by itself, that is
closed in on itself and at the same time is given over to the infinity of the sea and that,
from port to port, from tack to tack, from brothel to brothel, it goes as far as the colonies
in search of the most precious treasures they conceal in their gardens, you will understand
why the boat has not only been for our civilization, from the sixteenth century until the
present, the great instrument of economic development … but has been simultaneously
the greatest reserve of the imagination. The ship is the heterotopia par excellence. In
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civilizations without boats, dreams dry up, espionage takes the place of adventure, and
the police take the place of pirates. (Foucault, 1986, p. 27)
If the ship is the heterotopia par excellence, if in its wanderings it accumulates the treasures of
the world within one space without a place, if it participates in creating other heterotopic
spaces—ports, brothels, perhaps even the ocean itself (see Steinberg, 2001)— then I would like
to offer a seventh characteristic of heterotopias for consideration: vagueness. Heterotopias are
vague in two senses. First, they participate in multiple overlapping meanings or practices.
Heterotopias, in this sense, have “no single logical or affective register or effect, but appear
instead to oscillate between, or to combine, countervailing imagistic and rhetorical currents”
(Faubion, 2008, p. 32). The cinema, for example, is able to represent multiple places and ideas.
Second, heterotopias wander in the sense of vagabonding. The ship certainly wanders, but we
also wander through the universe in the microcosm of the garden or during the mystical practice
of walking a labyrinth. Through such wanderings and imbrications, to mirror Foucault’s own
wanderings, heterotopias are reserves of the imagination; they bring together resources for
thinking the absent and non-existent in terms of things present.
Related Concepts 1: Deep Play and Ethical Plateaus
Heterotopias in this sense have conceptual affinity to the related concepts of deep play
and ethical plateau. “Deep play,” as defined by Michael Fischer:
Refers to cultural sites where multiple levels of structure, explanation, and meaning
intersect and condense, including the cultural phantasmagoria that ground and structure
the terrain on which reason, will, and language operate but cannot contain. (Fischer,
2003, p. 31)
Deep play, for Fischer, is related to ethical plateaus, or complex and shifting topologies of
perception and decision making among the various technosciences, within an overall concern
with emergent forms of life, or ways of acting that always contain ethical dilemmas because
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beliefs and decisions cannot be substantiated. Ethical plateaus are “the strategic terrains on which
multiple technologies interact, creating a complex topology for perception and decision making”
(Fischer 2003, p. 30). They are, furthermore, “created through accretion and sedimentation, and
they ‘work’ by providing grounds, by molding and by pressing” (Fortun & Fortun 2005, 47).
This constellation of concepts follows from the common observation within various expert
communities and by practitioners in many areas of contemporary life that traditional concepts
and practices are no longer workable. At the same time, we find ourselves facing problems of
serious consequence that demand action. Decision makers must still make decisions yet the
immediate terrain upon which to base reasoned and justifiable resolutions can lack necessary
orienting features. Deep play can be understood as collective attempts to come to terms with
these highly consequential and uncertain situations.
As Geertz (1972) developed the term in his famous gloss on Bentham’s concept, deep
play has four characteristics that are important for the ideas I’m developing here. First, it is
characteristic of an event felt to be culturally and socially consequential. In the case of the
Balinese cockfight, deepness was a result of the identification of the male ego with his cock (a
phenomenon that both linguistically and psychologically translates well into English-speaking
worlds) and the related obsession with social status. When men of higher but approximately
equivalent social status were matched the deepness of the fight was felt to increase. Through
these cockfights, men experienced and came to understand the significance of contingent claims
to masculinity and status. Second, the deepness of a fight was felt to increase as the uncertainty
of the outcome increased. That is, men evenly matched tended to fight their best birds resulting
in more difficulty in predicting an outcome. Third, following from the significance and
uncertainty of the outcome, deep cockfights were sights of affective conditioning through which
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social bonds were made possible. This “vocabulary of sentiment” as Geertz called it, included
“the thrill of risk, the despair of loss, the pleasure of triumph” (Geertz, 1972, p. 27). Finally,
because the cockfight was a site in which cultural and social significance, contingency, and
affect condensed, it was also a sight of interpretation and meaning-making.
Deep play brings into the foreground dimensions of my fieldsites that are implicit in the
notion of heterotopia. The projects I followed aimed to mitigate the worst of species extinction,
habitat destruction, and the consequences of climate change. As such, they were felt to be, by
many if not most participants, of central consequence to human life, in general, and their own
and their children’s lives, in particular. In one of my interviews, for example, a bureaucrat in the
Cook Islands Office of the Prime Minister became emotional when she started to speak about the
world into which her great-grandchildren might be born. Emotions often ran high for these and
other reasons of central significance to participants. The environmental, cultural, political, and
economic futures facing participants were also highly uncertain. No one, for example, knew if
integrated ocean management projects would make a significant difference or if sustainable
development projects would indeed be sustainable or bring development. These sites of multiple
affective registers are also sites of meaning-making and provide imaginative resources for
thinking the future and far away.
Fischer’s conceptual reworking of deep play extends into sites of complex cultural,
social, and political condensation, generation, and differentiation. However, the deep play that
characterizes political and ethical ventures to do something about serious problems can overrun
the orienting terrain upon which reasons can be given for beliefs in the efficacy or necessity of
particular courses of action. The early stages of the projects I followed, including the CIMP,
were characterized by this lack of the ability to give grounds in what Fischer (2003), following
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Wittgenstein, calls emergent forms of life. As such, the earliest stages of these projects can be
read as attempts to construct ethical plateaus from which decisions could be made and reasons
given. An ethical plateau as a differentiated terrain for strategic action can take a great deal of
uncertain work to produce, extend, or re-work in the face of consequential change. In the case of
the ocean, both environmental crisis (e.g. the real possibility of massive coral death and fisheries
collapse) and emerging technological systems developing within sectors like deep seabed mining
have resulted in a lack of principles, precedents, data, and corporate best practices to which
decision makers and publics can appeal. These terrains under formation through the projects I
followed, largely within the imaginatively rich spaces of heterotopic cubicle environments.
Related Concepts 2: Communitas and Liminality
Victor Turner’s elaboration of communitas (Turner, 1970; 2008) also shares significant
conceptual ground with Foucault’s heterotopia (Faubion, 2008). It is an expansive concept that
seeks to cover such diverse social phenomena as neophytes in the liminal phase of ritual, small
nations espousing international moral leadership26, court jesters, millenarian movements, and the
beat generation (Turner, 2008, p. 125). For Turner, communitas is a model form of sociality that
is opposed to social structure. In this model, communitas and structure are in dialectical
relationship that constitutes society (societas) understood as a kind of process.27 Rather than
relationships between social position, such as status, class, or role, in communitas people relate
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An example of which is Small Island Developing States (SIDS), such as the Cook Islands and Kiribati,
claiming moral leadership in the domains of climate change and biodiversity conservation.
27
"This theme, of the dualism between ‘structure’ and ‘communitas,’ and their ultimate resolution in
‘societas,’ seen as process rather than timeless entity…” (Turner, 2008, p. 101)
"Society (societas) seems to be a process rather than a thing—a dialectical process with successive
phases of structure and communitas. There would seem to be—if one can use such a controversial term—
a human "need" to participate in both modalities. Persons starved of one in their functional day-to-day
activities seek it in ritual liminality.” (Turner, 2008, p. 212)
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to each other in terms of a more fundamental and holistic human connection. It is marked by “a
generic bond between men, and its related sentiment of ‘humankindness’” (Tuner, 2008, p. 128).
Communitas has strong mystical characteristics and is likened by Turner to the role that
emptiness or the negative plays in Taoist philosophy (Turner, 2008, p. 127). As the negative to
social structure, communitas may be best exemplified by liminality where:
Liminality may perhaps be regarded as the Nay to all positive structural
assertions, but is in some sense the source of them all, and, more than that, as
a realm of pure possibility whence novel configurations of ideas and relations
may arise. (Turner, 1970, p. 97)
Liminality is a kind of state between social states. Under some social conditions like ritual,
liminality is a kind of transition, a movement. In others, like the voluntary interstitial life of St.
Francis and monastic orders more generally (Turner, 2008, p. 107), it is permanent. Permanent
liminality, furthermore, has become a institutional characteristic in modern social formations,
according to Turner.
What appears to have happened is that with the increasing specialization of
society and culture, with progressive complexity in the social division of labor,
what was in tribal society principally a set of transitional
qualities "betwixt and between" defined states of culture and society has become
itself an institutionalized state. (Turner, 2008, p. 107)
It is part of my argument that something like communitas, as characterized by liminality, is at
play within the interactions among institutions, organizations, ideas, and people in the formation
of ethical plateaus upon which strategic action might be oriented. I say “something like” because
both communitas and liminality as conceived by Turner do not quite possess the analytical
specificity to do justice to the empirical side of this investigation. However, what they lack in
nuance they make up for in conceptual ease of use, and sometimes simplification at the expense
of representation is exactly what is needed.
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Communitas may be characterized by liminality, but it need not be. It can also include
other “symbols of the weak” inherent in marginality and inferiority. From the perspective of
structure, these powers of the weak inherent in communitas seem dangerous (Turner, 2008, p.
109). However, this source of danger is also generative of imaginative possibility:
Liminality, marginality, and structural inferiority are conditions in which are
frequently generated myths, symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and works
of art. These cultural forms provide men with a set of templates or models which
are, at one level, periodical reclassifications of reality and man’s relationship to
society, nature, and culture. But they are more than classifications, since they
incite men to action as well as to thought. Each of these productions has a
multivocal character, having many meanings, and each is capable of moving
people at many psycho- biological levels simultaneously. (Turner, 2008, p. 128)
An important part of these imaginative resources is found in the fact that communitas is often
characterized by the wishfulness of the subjunctive mood (see also Crapanzano, 2004 on
imagination in the optative mood) and a kind of social and symbolic vagueness28 that is the
grounds for generative persuasion to new attitudes and actions. Here “the structurally inferior
aspire to symbolic structural superiority in ritual; the structurally superior aspire to symbolic
communitas and undergo penance to achieve it” (Turner, 1969, p. 212). In this sense,
communitas is characterized by a wishfulness for either superiority or for human connection that
is lost through social fragmentation.
Even more important, from my perspective, is the possibility of reordering our
relationships to each other and our environments. Integrated management projects to respatialize
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Turner uses the term ambiguity. However, some of his examples of ambiguity (or, multiple distinct
meanings) are closer to vagueness (interstitial forms of meaning characterized by imbrications and
wanderings). For example:
“The attributes of liminality or of liminal personae (“threshold people”) are necessarily ambiguous, since
this condition and these persons elude or slip through the network of classifications that normally locate
states and positions in cultural space.” (Turner, 1969: 104).
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the ocean in order to harmonize ocean uses is this sort of attempt to reclassify our relationships
to each other and nature. However, the danger of communitas is that these reorderings my go
awry, that they may take on their own life just as the communitas of revolution becomes
something else, either the nightmare of sectarian war or a radically new ordering of social
structure.
But there is a problem with working directly in terms of communitas when analyzing the
early-stages of integrated ocean management projects. First, communitas is not a “territorial
locus” (Turner, 2008, p.126; see also Faubion, 2008) while the projects I am considering are
concretely emplaced in firm, forum, and field— in real conference rooms and office buildings.29
That is, communitas as a model is not concerned explicitly with the spaces in which it occurs.
Second, Faubion (2008) has noted that Turner’s communitas rests on an opposition between the
utopian and quotidian and on a conceptual fantasy of the absolute negation of social structure. I
found no spaces in which social structure was negated by the utopia of communitas. Instead, I
saw imbrications of meaning and wanderings among social and logical positionings. While the
Nay to all positive structural assertions that characterizes the liminal forms of communitas leads,
conceptually, to an absolute “yes” or “pure possibility,” it is most useful here as an orienting
limiting case. For example, in some of his earliest statements about the Cook Islands Marine
Park the Prime Minister of the Cook Islands assured both the public and the administrators of his
own government that it would hinder neither seabed mining nor commercial fisheries but rather
add value to both. In this negative definition of the Marine Park, unlike Turner’s characterization
of negation as the origin of pure possibility, the Prime Minister’s statement both affirmed the
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Similarly, the notions of deep play and ethical plateau are not specifically emplaced. It is the
emplacements of deep play that characterizes emergent forms of life that can come closest to Foucault’s
heterotopia.
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existing administrative structure and opened it up to possible revision. As setting the grounds for
a kind of liminal communitas, this statement was not anti-structural but rather vaguely otherstructural. It is better to view such statements, I believe, not in terms of Turner’s communitas but
as acts that mark the heterotopic. However, these heterotopoi are both spatial and symbolic, both
emplaced and rhetorical.
The Rhetorical Heterotopos: Approaching Uncommonplaces
Rhetoric is often viewed as a technique for achieving the general goal of persuasion. It
includes a set of techniques that can involve, to varying degrees depending on its purpose, the
imaginative work of evoking the absent in terms of things present. Rhetorical practice can have
strong projective dimensions, especially in deliberative rhetoric (Aristotle, 2010) when possible
courses of action are being considered. One could even view futures as always potentially
rhetorical, inviting deliberative processes and decisions about what is most appropriate under
conditions of uncertainty (Strecker & Tyler, 2009). Thus, approaching imaginative practices in
early-stage projects through a rhetorical lens seems promising.
However, there is one glaring problem with using rhetorical theory in this way. Although
rhetoric is inherently concerned with the conditions of uncertainty, it depends on a shared sense
of meanings. Aristotle mused that it is easier to praise Athenians in Athens, but we might also
note that it is probably easier to persuade a collectivity of only Athenians than a mixed group of
Athenians and Corinthians. This parallels Bourdieu’s claim that “communication of
consciousness presupposes a community of unconsciousnesses” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 80) or, to
rephrase, it is easier to persuade those with similar habitus. But this more classic approach to
rhetoric is not as helpful in situations where a community of unconsciousnesses (of shared
practice) cannot be assumed, such as attempts to re-form ethical plateaus out of diverse interests,
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divergent logics, different institutional histories, multiple existing and emerging technologies,
and sometimes divergent legal instruments. It is, hence, not clear how a classical approach to
rhetoric, which utilizes shared topoi – or commonplaces that Burke argued are equivalent social
values (Burke, 1969a) – as a means of persuasion, will help us understand the initial formation of
the sorts of projects we are considering. That is, it doesn’t seem to help us understand how a
significantly shared sense of meaning is formed in the first place out of diversity. We need a
form of persuasion (or, perhaps, a condition that makes persuasion possible) that is prior to
communities of unconsciousnesses, one that is responsible for persuading diverse actors to form
a corporate group in the first place. We need to theorize a form of rhetoric that doesn’t depend, in
the first place, on the classic rhetorical topoi or commonplaces. It would be more helpful, I
believe, to think more seriously about the possible roles of what I will call the rhetorical
heterotopos.
In what follows, I will argue for a form of rhetoric in which the effects of persuasion can
be seen despite the fact that stable topoi or specific shared values are either unavailable or not
recognized by participants. I will begin to outline something approaching a zero-order rhetoric
that depends on heterotopoi, which I am formulating as a symbolic counterpart to Foucault’s
spatial heterotopia. A rhetorical heterotopos is capable of taking on multiple meanings, is
indeterminate, and carries a strong sense of significance. A heterotopos is characterized by
imbrications of meaning and meaningful wanderings and transformations. A heterotopos, in
contrast with the rhetorical topos, is an uncommonplace.
The general idea is not as far removed from everyday experience as it might, at first,
seem. For example, although there are some lucky people who find work that is directly linked to
their interests, many more work simply because they need units of equivalence, money, that can
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be exchanged for desired objects and services. Money in a capitalist system has meaning (value)
because it lacks a precise meaning. Many people can be “persuaded” to engage in cooperative
activities for very different reasons because the meaning of money is vague. Put differently:
A dollar bill “represents” anything for which a dollar bill may be paid, that is,
nothing in particular. In certain circles…it is common to note that money is a
floating signifier. Money represents nothing in particular, but receives content
from its context, the will of its users. (Westbrook, 2004, p. 43)
Thinking in terms of the floating signifier, like my uses of Turner’s communitas as good to think
with, will help illuminate what I mean by persuasion through hetertopoi.
The notion of of the floating signifier comes originally out of structural linguistics.
Although its theoretical importance is no longer dependent on structural theory, its significance
was famously recognized by Levi-Strauss who summarized the idea in the following terms:
[A] fundamental situation perseveres which arises out of the human condition: namely,
that man has from the start had at his disposition a signifier-totality which he is at a loss
to know how to allocate to a signified, given as such, but not less unknown for being
given. There is always a non-equivalence or 'inadequation' between the two, a non-fit and
overspill… (Levi-Strauss, 1987, p. 62)
Mehlman (1972) argues that Levi-Strauss's use of signifier/signified, in this case, is closely
related to Saussure's langue/parole where the former term is associated with the very conditions
of signification and the latter with possible knowledge statements. This overflowing of the
linguistic system with respect to knowledge statements would thus create a crisis by rendering
knowledge statements endlessly open to alternative meanings. However, this condition is not
without its own solution. Knowledge is made possible, according to Levi-Strauss, by virtue of a
symbol of zero value, the floating signifier, which is a form that signifies nothing in particular
and, therefore, can acquire potentially any symbolic content. The result is the "equalizing of the
signifier to fit the signified" (Levi-Strauss, 1987, p. 62), which is, according to the structural
perspective, the foundation for signification itself. Levi-Strauss points out that the floating
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signifier is "the disability of all finite thought" (1987, p. 63) that enables symbolic thinking by
resolving the contradictions inherent in it. He claims it is the foundation of art, poetic language
and myth, all domains of imagination mentioned by Appadurai (1996). In this sense, it has
potential for any meaning because it is a void to be filled with meaning. It is pure symbolic
form.
Faubion (2011) has emphasized two features of the floating signifier. First, it is “an
especially effective carrier of conceptions of the transcendent and absolute” (Faubion, 2011, p.
96) because it lacks a precise semiotic determination. Second, the floating signifier is a “topos of
excess,” meaning that it carries an aura of pure experience beyond articulation. This dimension
of the floating signifier as a carrier of the vague is very close to what Crapanzano (2004) tries to
convey with the term “imaginative horizon.” He begins exploring the idea of an imaginative
horizon by evoking our symbolic alienation from the overwhelming demands of reality in all its
immediacy. This “alienating violence of symbolical inscription” (Crapanzano, 2004, p. 14),
including all of language and other forms of representation is important but not adequate for
understanding not only the imagination but also human experience more generally. As a
corrective to this overly symbolic view of imaginative possibility, Crapanzano turns his interest
to “frontiers as horizons that extend from the insistent reality of the here and now into that
optative space or time—the space-time—of the imaginary” (2004, p. 14). He turns, then, to what
is beyond both immediate reality and the symbolic representations that alienate us from it— to
the auras that radiate around what we experience. These auras he calls, alternatively: horizons,
the beyond, frontiers, or the hinterland. In doing so he is motivated:
To call attention to that dimension of experience that insofar as it resists
articulation, indeed disappears with articulation, has in fact been ignored. In his
plea to reinstate “the vague and inarticulate to its proper place in our mental life,”
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James noted that “the definite images of traditional psychology form but the very
smallest parts of our minds as they actually live.” (Crapanzano, 2004, p. 18)
In putting the vague and inarticulate in its proper place, Crapanzano is interested both in how our
immediate experiences and symbolic representations shape our imaginative horizons and how
what lies beyond shapes how we are able to think and perceive the world and ourselves.
Although he doesn’t write about attempts to express the vagueness of experience in terms of the
floating signifier, this fluid hinterland is an important dimension of what the floating signifier
marks.
The classic anthropological example of a floating signifier as given by Levi-Strauss is the
Polynesian word mana, a much-debated concept within the discipline due to its inherently
indeterminate nature. As Shore (1982) has shown, mana has been described as both a substance
and a process, as a cause and an effect, as an abstract universal force and as specific powers.
Informants have tended to describe and explain mana in concrete contextual terms (Shore, 1982;
Keesing, 1984; Firth, 1940). Mana is most strongly associated with gods and chiefs and is
channeled through rituals of binding and tapu.30 From this perspective, mana, or lack of it, is
known only in retrospect, is valued positively, and is associated with fecundity (although it can
also be held responsible for death; see Hocart, 1914). It is thus uncertain, from both emic and etic
perspectives, what mana signifies in a general sense, if it does so at all. Yet, as Shore (1982)
argues, it is the key to understanding Polynesian cosmology. As a term without definite
meaning, it produces the symbolic basis for significance. Put differently, mana can be viewed as
a topos of excess that both enables particular forms of life and is understood in terms of these
forms of life. In fact, in the early ethnographic literature, Polynesian explanations of mana were
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To make a further connection, rituals of tapu were necessary for designating resource protection areas
(e.g. for fish in a lagoon or bananas) in many parts of Polynesia. The designation of ra’ui (Maori
protected areas in parts of the Cook Islands) is still spoken of in terms of mana and tapu.
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famously made only by reference to particular examples, that is, by reference to the practices that
composed the forms of life ethnographers were attempting to record.
Mana can still play important roles in contemporary Polynesian social and political life.
Consider the following example in which the rhetorical role of mana and other a topoi of excess
are readily apparent. In this speech, quoted at length, Henry Puna speaks as the Prime Minister of
the Cook Islands to the 42nd Pacific Islands Forum Leaders’ Meeting in Auckland in September
2011:
Tonight I wish to pay respect to our Pacific neighbor – Kiribati and President Anote Tong
for taking such a strong stance on ocean stewardship. Without your strong resolve and the
support of organizations such as Conservation International, we would not be here
celebrating the Pacific Oceanscape. As outlined in the Framework for the Pacific
Oceanscape, our ocean unites and divides, connects and separates, sustains and threatens
our very survival. As Pacific people we do not need convincing of the fact that our ocean
influences every aspect of our lives. Ocean conservation is not a new concept to us in the
Pacific. We have been born with an ingrained sense of understanding that we are but the
guardians of our natural environment including our ocean. This is our mana – where mana
means our legacy handed down through the generations. We have inherited our great
Moana Nui o Kiva and we must feel the mana – the honor and responsibility– of being its
stewards. Unfortunately, we have over time forgotten this mana that we possess – the mana
which is our respect for our ocean and have misused our ocean for our own selfish purposes
through over-harvesting and polluting.
Last month I had the pleasure and honor of greeting our Pacific fleet of vaka [traditional
sailing canoe] that have sailed across our Pacific Ocean to San Francisco. I can tell you
that my heart swelled with pride as I witnessed our very own Pacific sons and daughters
arrive on the vaka after sailing in some very trying conditions just as our ancestors had
done centuries ago. This modern day voyage by our Pacific sons and daughters symbolizes
a rekindling of our mana with our ocean. Their voyage was to send a message to the rest
of the world. A message that we must reclaim the mana of respect for our ocean. A
message to tell us and the rest of the world to stop polluting, depleting and degrading our
ocean. A message that reaffirms the connection of our very survival with our ocean. This
voyage like the vaka symbolizes hope and proof that we still have in us our mana that
connects us with the ocean. Likewise the Pacific Oceanscape presents us with a great
opportunity to reassert our mana – our authority, our power, our respect, our honor and
reclaim our inheritance – our Moana Nui o Kiva.
This is the vaerua – the spirit – behind the wish of the Cook Islands to declare
approximately half of our Exclusive Economic Zone as a Marine Park. We have conducted
initial public consultations with our communities to gauge their opinions on the proposed
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Marine Park and are very pleased that there has been overwhelming support. We are now
in the process of establishing a Steering Committee who will conduct more in-depth
community consultations and work through the finer details of establishing the Cook
Islands Marine Park. Like Kiribati, we are fortunate and grateful to have the support from
Conservation International and our very own SPREP. I would also like to acknowledge the
Cook Islands very own Kevin Iro, who has been instrumental in lobbying government to
establish the Cook Islands Marine Park. He has pushed for the Marine Park with the same
tenacity that he used when playing rugby league for the Kiwis. On that note, I wish to
assure that in 2012, the Cook Islands will allocate a significant part of its ocean as the Cook
Islands Marine Park as our commitment to the Pacific Oceanscape. We will reclaim our
mana – that mana which distinguishes us as a people and as a nation – the mana of being
the guardians of our share of the Moana Nui o Kiva.
Notice the vagueness of mana, both its definition through poetic wandering and its various
imbricated definitions. It is, at once, “our legacy handed down through the generations,” “honor
and responsibility,” “respect for our ocean,” that which “connects us with the ocean,” “our
authority, our power,” that which “distinguishes us as a people and as a nation,” and “the spirit –
behind the wish [the optative desire] of the Cook Islands to declare approximately half of our
Exclusive Economic Zone as a Marine Park.”
The Cook Islands Marine Park is here introduced to a global audience in terms of mana,
in terms of what I am calling a heterotopos. Almost no specific information is given about the
marine park, unless one counts the suggestion of size and some of the oblique references to
ocean protection. The audience listening to this speech was left with a general evocation of
significance in terms of mana, the ocean, threats of ecological crisis, size, an ancient past, and
national and Pacific-regional unity. Because these terms are vague in the context of the speech,
they have the potential to be powerfully evocative of individual experience because the terms are
not precisely defined. Mana is not the only heterotopos (uncommonplace) operative in the the
Prime Minister’s speech. Heterotopic rhetoric can rely on multiple imbrications and nestings of
uncommonplaces. The Cook Islands Marine Park, in this sense, is both enabled by the
heterotopos of mana and is itself a heterotopos.
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In the Name of the Heterotopos
Both the speech, specifically, and the process of creating the Marine Park, in general, can
be thought of as taking place “in the name of” the marine park, as well as in the name of the
mana of the Cook Islands people. Just as mana was defined by Polynesian informants by
pointing to specific acts, heterotopoi are defined by pointing to what has been done in the name
of these uncommonplaces. Put differently, while the floating signifier “god” can take on any
meaning, the heterotopos “god” is given meaning in practice when people act and speak in the
name of the god. Hence, unlike their potential status as floating signifiers neither Cook Islands
Marine Park nor mana can take on absolutely any meaning since practice is always somewhat
constrained. Despite its multiplicity, its vagueness, it is difficult to imagine the Cook Islands
Marine Park meaning, for example, more pollution and less regulation. It is also difficult to
imagine that mana, as part of the pragmatics of contemporary Pacific politics, is as vast as its
purely semantic counterpart.
As discussed at the end of the last section, a similar point can be made about the sort of
liminality that came to characterize the CIMP process. The liminality that came to characterize
the CIMP process was not that of an absolute negation of structure (particularly administrative
structure) but of a denial that both affirmed structure while opening it up to the vagaries of social
and political process. But there is another difference. Turner tends to cast liminality in humanist
hues (Faubion, 2011), where liminality is a kind of human need for fundamental human
connection. Heterotopic liminality is, instead, closer to the need of an emergent system. It is
more like a condition of formation.
Heterotopic Appeals to Authority
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Heterotopic rhetoric is not only characterized by the imbrications and vagaries of
definition but also appeals to different types of authority. Authority, in the sense I am using it, is
the result of legitimation of the use of power, power being the ability to realize personal or
collective will even against the resistance of others and ultimately grounded in force within
political organizations like the state (Weber, 1972, p. 78). As a function of the legitimation of
power, authority is inherently (although not exclusively) rhetorical. People must be convinced
that a power is justified, that it is authoritative.
Weber outlined three ideal types of “inner justifications, hence basic legitimations of
domination” (Weber 1972, p. 78, emphasis original). The first is traditional domination
legitimized through appeals to the “eternal yesterday” of seemingly ancient institutions. The
second, charismatic authority, is characterized by a personal gift of grace as instantiated through
heroism, revelation, mana and other attributes of the individual leader. The third is legal
authority or appeals to the legitimate power of the “legal statute and functional ‘competence’
based on rationally created rules.” (Weber, 1972, p. 79). This is the domain of bureaucratic
administration and law. All three forms of authority were appealed to in the early stages of
creating the Cook Islands Marine Park. Furthermore, appeals to authority were often
hybridizations of two or all of these types of authority (an empirical situation that Weber
recognized).
Since the beginning of decolonization in the Pacific Islands region, appeals to the
authority of traditional leadership has become an important part of nation building in the Cook
Islands (Sissions, 1999). Traditional leadership, at least in much of Polynesia, is primarily
composed of appeals to chiefly and Christian authority. Meetings of even the highest political
consequence begin and end with prayer and sometimes in the presence of higher ranking chiefs.
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In the process of creating the CIMP both international visitors and Cook Islands stakeholders
made appeals to the authority of the Aronga Mana. In these contexts, much of the argument from
traditional authority revolved around extending strong traditional authority over land tenure to
the deep ocean, a space currently administered by various ministries and other government
entities in the name of state legal authority. However, appeals to traditional authority were not
always consistent and internal disagreements about what constituted traditional authority, how it
should be used, and to what specific ends were not unusual.
Contemporary forms of rational and legal authority in the Pacific region, as discussed in
previously, began in the colonial period and were extended through the establishment of regional
metropolitan institutions after World War II. Today it is precisely this arrangement of
institutions, characterized by highly specialized divisions of labor, that has been recognized as a
major challenge to sustainable development. Regional organizations can have different and
sometimes conflicting mandates. SPREP is, for example, responsible for helping Pacific Island
Countries and Territories (PICTs) protect their environment. SPC, FFA, and SOPAC are
mandated to help countries exploit natural resources. Although all of these institutions nominally
work toward sustainable development, they do sometimes come into conflict in the process of
achieving mandated goals.
Mandates, however, can also overlap, which can lead to competition for resources. For
example both SPREP and SPC do work on climate change, which brings these organizations into
competition over climate change funding. At the national level the authority through which the
goal of creating a national marine park was worked toward was, ultimately, the authority of the
state. However, different administrative authorities within the state can operate according to
different logics. The Ministry of Marine Resources (mandated with the management of fisheries)
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and the National Environment Service (mandated with conserving biodiversity, among other
things) utilized different forms of expertise, were charged with administering different
international and national legal instruments, interacted with very different types of external
“partners” (e.g. a large fishing company based in China vs a large international NGO based in
Washington, D.C.), and displayed different relations of power both internally and vis a vis the
national public.
Perhaps most interesting in terms of my concern with the heterotopic and forms of
sociality that approach communitas is the work of charismatic personalities. In the early stages of
creating the CIMP a kind of charismatic core formed around three individuals: Kevin Iro, Prime
Minister Henry Puna, and Sue Taei (and her invocation or other charismatic figures such as Epeli
Hau’ofa and Sylvia Earle). Of these, Kevin Iro comes closest to Weber’s ideal type of the
charismatic leader. As mentioned in the Prime Minister’s speech, Iro was once a professional
rugby league player whose sports career alone made him a celebrity in the Cook Islands. But he
has also been highly involved in the community life of Rarotonga before the marine park. He is a
mentor at the Cook Islands Sports Academy, which trains aspiring professional rugby athletes,
remains active in his church, and was also on the Cook Islands Tourism Board. The most
common terms I heard used to describe Iro were integrity, honesty, genuine, and mana.
It was Taei, along with Tim Carruthers from SPREP, who was key in convincing several
key stakeholders that the marine park would be beneficial. Her use of trope was important for
helping to by increasing the vagueness, and hence the possible imbrications of meaning, of the
marine park idea, which allowed greater political inclusion. But this rhetorical technique also
depended on the charisma of Taei, who is widely known for being highly capable, driven, and
effective. This contributes to the overall charismatic aura of Conservation International as an
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organization, which is a private organization the work of which is valued for its (promise of)
results. Furthermore, Conservation International is a liminal organization that exists to some
degree at institutional interstices. Its staff often serve as connectors, bringing together
governments, organizations, and resources.
Henry Puna, who helped the Cook Islands Party defeated the incumbent Democratic
Party in 2010, is also a highly charismatic leader. His nickname, Elvis, is based on his ability and
willingness to perform. Puna’s platform of creating a “Clean, Green Cook Islands” and his
personal interest in boosting the Cook Islands international reputation through environmental
sustainability was key in bringing the legal authority of the Cook Islands and Iro’s idea into
relationship with Conservation International and other regional partners.
Appeals to traditional, legal, and charismatic authority within the various fora that
hoped to progress the marine park project often did not go unchallenged. Appeals to the legal
and rational authority of the state within the deep sea was challenged by several traditional
leaders who insisted that the “people of the Cook Islands” owned ocean resources. They argued
that as representatives of the people, traditional leaders should have more power over the use of
fisheries, conservation, and potential deep seabed mining. The assertion was made many times
that the government was only a manager while traditional leaders represented the true owners.
To support these claims, appeals were made to traditional forms of resource management
including the use of ra’ui, or traditional protected areas that are declared tapu, and a more
equitable distribution of resources directly to Cook Islanders. Both national-level stakeholders
and international partners appealed to the legal authority of international legal instruments that
the Cook Islands had endorsed. However, these appeals could be unsuccessful because the
relationships between different legal sectors were poorly understood since ocean and island
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management had developed through a spatial and sectoral division of labor that did not anticipate
integration.
Moreover, the charisma of the Prime Minister was impeached by his political opponents
in the Democratic Party, who were supportive of the CIMP but necessarily critical of the Prime
Minister himself. Furthermore, appeals to authority were often more complicated than Weber’s
ideal types suggest (as Weber knew and the method of ideal type construction implies) in several
ways. The legal authority of a state ministry might be propped up by a rational appeal to
scientific reports rather than legislation. Traditional leaders might appeal to ancient traditions but
they also supported these claims by appeals to international agreements on the rights of
indigenous peoples. The Prime Minister might appeal to the mana of Cook Islanders but he also
“sold” the project as sustainable development through increased tourism.
Concluding Thoughts
Some heterotopic fora, as particular instances of cubicle environments, are gatherings “in
the name of” the “thing” of central concern (e.g. the CIMP) which align most closely with
concepts of the floating signifier, authoritatively charismatic personae, and the heterotopoi that
form their symbolic and spatial ambience. But the coming together of “coming together in the
name of” is also structured by more precise meanings, forms of routinized authority
(bureaucratic and traditional), and more precise emplacements and rhetorically shared values
(e.g. everyone must find their seats in the same conference room and be able to participate in the
same functional language games— implying at least a minimal extant form of life). The fora in
which global environmental change is imagined and imagined to be acted upon through
emerging projects (which is not the same as saying they have no real effects) are complex
processes through which political ecologies of vagueness come to the fore to the extent that a
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common ethical plateau has not yet precipitated out of divergent and diverse logics, institutional
histories, embedded interests, hopes, fears, and technologies both extant and emerging. It is in
the building of an ethical plateau that vagueness (and a political ecology of vagueness
framework) seems to be most important both empirically and logically. It is during these early
phases that political participation of even usually marginalized and politically dominated groups
is often most intense and through which more routinized operations of power are least
predictable. But these instances of deep play can change as vague forms of power (e.g. money,
heterotopic appeals to authority) can be converted, through particular technologies such as
contractual agreements, into more structured and, eventually routinized behaviors. Things might
not always happen this way, but liminal conditions (as Weber argued for charisma) cannot
persist forever.
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Epilogue
Rethinking Success and Failure
This thesis has built its analytical framework out of specific cases of large scale marine
resource management. It has argued that the rapid proliferation of Large-Scale MPAs and their
increasing importance in the worlds of biodiversity conservation, marine resource management,
climate change adaptation, and sustainable development warrant greater attention to the
processes through which they are created and develop. Little social science scholarship has
addressed LSMPAs specifically (see De Santos, Jones, and Miller, 2011 for an exception) and
little or no effort has been invested in careful analysis of the sorts of phenomena LSMPAs might
be as sociocultural, political, and economic processes. This dissertation has begun to address this
gap through an ethnographically informed account of how LSMPA proliferation, as a global
trend, and the Cook Islands Marine Park, as a specific LSMPA, are being constructed by various
actors in practice.
The thesis has looked closely at the claim that LSMPAs are processes, that they are
created through a “phased approach.” The argument that LSMPAs are unfinished projects has
rhetorical advantages for warding off criticisms and pushing judgments about failure into an
undetermined future. However, LSMPAs are vague beyond their rhetorical liminality, which can
make them important sites of meaning making and creativity. The CIMP was brought into
collective consciousness through a tension between routine procedural practices that constitute
what is normally conceived as bureaucratic work and un-routine practices that are prodded by
new metaphors and charismatic personalities. The marine park process was able to draw upon
existing structured resources while also opening them up to contingency and surprise. The thesis
has argued that an implication of this processual, vague situation is that LSMPAs cannot be

270

easily reduced to one set of characteristics or criteria. For example, The CIMP cannot be
unproblematically reduced to a biodiversity conservation initiative because the meaning of
“biodiversity conservation” is made liminal by a diversity of institutions, interests, organizations,
actors, and the spatial scale of the project.
An implication is that LSMPAs cannot be adequately viewed from one stakeholder
perspective only. It was common for some stakeholders involved in the CIMP process, for
example, to assume that the marine park was a biodiversity conservation initiative. However, the
project was not justifiable from this perspective alone, and many of the stakeholders involved
were only obliquely concerned with biodiversity conservation for its own sake. Instead, it is
argued that these projects need to be evaluated along multiple dimensions that can account for
success or failure in terms that may not yet exist but may become significant in the future.
Practitioners may do well to recognize they are only one influence in a larger project of meaning
making and that a particular LSMPA may (re)distribute resources and opportunities in
unexpected ways.
A political ecology of vagueness framework can help evaluate LSMPA projects in their
own terms. Understanding vagueness as a condition for political ecology shifts attention away
from assumptions about what Marine Protected Areas should be toward MPAs as culturally
generative processes in which meaning and opportunities can be created and (re)distributed.
Political ecology foregrounds differences social and cultural efficacy. With this in mind, some of
the following questions may help reframe how situated practitioners and participants view the
processes through which LSMPAs come into being.
1. What value systems and perspectives are at stake in the process? That is, why are
various stakeholders invested in the project?
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2. What might success or failure look like from the perspective of each stakeholder
group?
3. What new arrangements of meaning, power, and social organization might be
emerging, and what impacts might these have on how successes or failures (gains or
losses) might be perceived?
These questions recognize that LSMPAs are multiple, vague, and contingent. Like the CIMP,
they are unlikely to be reducible to the sum of stakeholder perspectives and may provide
opportunities for surprising new arrangements of people, meanings, institutions, and other
“things.”
Theoretical Contribution
This thesis is concerned primarily with beginnings. It has been specifically interested in
the expanding imaginative opportunities, practices, and meanings through which the Cook
Islands Marine Park has come into being and continues to develop. Like the marine park itself,
the preceding chapters can be seen as an imaginative response to the problems of sectoral, scalar,
institutional and other forms of fragmentation and the conditions under which new arrangements
and opportunities for collective action are coming together out of multiple interests, histories,
identities, nations, organizations, and types of expertise.
The thesis is based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in the earliest stages of CIMP
development and relatively early on in a global movement to dramatically upscale spatial forms
of marine resource management. It revolves around a central question: How are new social
institutions and cultural formations created out of a variety of existing, and sometimes
conflicting, practices, communities, beliefs, epistemes, discourses, and other shreds and patches
of human experience? Put differently, where can we locate the sources of cultural creativity and
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political innovation? It should be obvious that the answer cannot be found only in something like
“culture” or “the imaginary,” conceptualized as something like shared meaning and discourse.
Shared meaning and practice does not explain how new communities form out of a diversity of
unshared meanings and practices. Neither can the CIMP be explained adequately by old answers
like diffusion, since a fundamental struggle in creating the marine park was a lack of close
analogues. Given these difficulties, the approach has been to draw carefully on ethnographic
material to theorize the conditions that must exist in order for the new arrangements to emerge.
By drawing upon an ecology of concepts from the human sciences, the thesis posits a zero order
of meaning and collective action that originates, paradoxically, in the negation of specific
meaning. The general term given to this condition is vagueness. Vagueness is indicated by
situations, recognized by other scholars, in which (1) action is perceived as necessary but (2)
where no course of action can be adequately grounded or justified (3) for various reasons such as
the need for integration and a lack of ethical plateaus upon which decision-making might be
oriented. Under these conditions, vagueness entails an uncertain venturing movement that is
open to re-direction and overtaking by other forces.
In working toward a political ecology of vagueness, the thesis has been more interested in
making room than dictating specific conceptual or analytical pathways. The conceptual
constellation that was chosen could be complemented and modified by many others. In this
framework, vagueness has been viewed as a condition in which politics unfolds at the very edges
of our cultural terrain as we try desperately to cope with consequential events that seem to
require us to do something but for which the “something” is ungrounded. It comes to the
foreground under these circumstances and can be conceived as an important resource and a
necessary incubator of successes or failures to come.
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