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Review Article 

Zohl de lshtar (Editor), 1998 
Pacific Women Speak Out: For Independence and 
Denuc/earisation 
The Raven Press, Christchurch. 

Zohl de lshtar, 1994 
Daughters of the Pacific 
Spinifex, North Melbourne. 

Kate Dewes and Robert Green, 1999 
Aotearoa/New Zealand at the World Court, The Raven Press, 
Christchurch. 

In 2002, debates about the rationale of nuclear weapons as deterrence 
are still at the forefront within the major powers, but now focus on 
the maintenance of political and world dominance. The United States 
is now prepared to use 'low yield ' nuclear weapons as a 'first use ' 
option. The urgent issues in this debate have always been urgent issues 
for the Pacific , but it is the intersections with colonisation , 
imperialism, globalisation and capitalism, which appear not to have 
been connected together in the academic debate. Daughters of the 
Pacific and Pacific Women Speak Out, are collections of stories by 
Indigenous people, including some who have been directly affected 
by the devastation of nuclear detonations. Aotearoa/New Zealand at 
the World Court narrates the challenges made to the dominant world 
powers of the legality of nuclear weapons by individuals, community 
groups, and non-government organisations. The three books are 
closely linked; Zohl de Ishtar's books were used as evidence of the 
devastation caused by the testing of these weapons in the Pacific 
during the World Court campaign. 

Kate Dewes and other peace activists were able to use Pacific 
Women Speak Out positively when challenging the legality ofnuclear 
weapons, at the United Nations, to gain support for the World Court 
Project. This book expresses the damage suffered by Indigenous 
peoples, economically, socially and politically, as evidence of the 
direct impact of nuclear devastation. By gaining support from 
members of the Non-Aligned group at the United Nations to co-
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sponsor the World Court Project, citizen witnesses, for the first time, 
were able to address the World Court. It was in this format that some 
Pacific Indigenous women were able to tell their survival stories of 
nuclear detonations in the South Pacific to an audience who could 
change things. 

Included amongst the 700 citizen witnesses was Lijon Eknilang 
from the Marshall Islands, who was able to orate her personal battles 
plus the struggles of other Marshallese women. The United States 
was quick to respond, without considering the personal revelations 
of these victims, saying that nuclear deterrence has 'saved many 
millions oflives from the scourge of war' (Dewes and Green p. 36). 

The stories in Zohl 's books trace the enormous social, economic 
and political struggles forced on the Indigenous people through 
colonisation by hegemonic powers. These huge social struggles were 
in response to nuclear contamination producing effects such as the 
Marshall Islands' 'jelly-fish babies'. These babies' inhuman forms 
included being transparent, without eyes, head, arms or legs; but they 
were alive at birth and able to breathe for a short time ( de Ishter 
1998, p. 17). 

Pacific Indigenous people 's political struggles have not all been 
direct consequences ofnuclear explosions, but all share similar issues 
since colonisation. These issues include battles against ethnocide and 
genocide, and for the right to sovereignty and self-determination, 
including the return of 'stolen' land. Every Indigenous group within 
Zohl 's books experienced enormous population declines after 
colonisation. The Australian Aborigine population fought to actually 
be acknowledged as existing before colonisation! It was not until 
1992 and the success of the 'Mabo' land case that Aboriginal pre­
existence was legally recognised. Until a legal definition satisfied 
the legislature, the Aboriginal political voices on land entitlement 
rights and abuse issues were not considered seriously (de lshtar 1994, 
p. 161-2). 

Economically, some Indigenous peoples are totally separated 
from traditional subsistence lifestyles because of rural/urban 
migration, displacement to different islands, or even living within 
military zones and beside tourist industries. Guam has the most 
militarised islands on Earth with their 'new' spatial landscape 
revealing '(b)ehind every palm tree there is a military base ' and 
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'behind every military base there is a tourist hotel' ( de Ishtarl 994, p. 
74). Multi-national exploitation and the complicity of the imperialist 
government authorities have resulted in the taking of natural resources, 
including phosphates, copper and uranium, without proper 
compensation or restoration, and the removing of capital from the 
crippled nations. Nuclear powers or their aligned allies created all of 
these situations. 

The importance of women telling their stories in Daughters of 
the Pacific and Pacific Women Speak Out is clear from the beginning. 
Indigenous women are the lowest strata in the struggles against 
oppression by racism, sexism, heterosexism, and classism. The 
struggle oflndigenous women is not just against the white patriarchy 
of colonial imperialist powers, but also, now, to regain a balance with 
their own men. Most of the Pacific Indigenous peoples, before 
colonisation, either had egalitarian or matrilineal kinship-based 
societies. Now in some Indigenous groups the women are totally 
excluded from decision-making processes. This change has altered 
the fundamental balance in most Pacific Indigenous traditional 
cultures, where a balance use to prevail but, through '(t)he Western 
system ... (t)he patriarchal system has imposed this idea that the 
world revolves around the male aspect' and 'they have neglected the 
female aspect. There's no balance' (de Ishtar 1998, p. 13). 

Indigenous populations in the Pacific have struggled with the 
concepts of western democracy. The story of Bel au tells of the supreme 
form of democracy: direct democracy. The population of fifteen 
thousand make their decisions together, through consensus. However, 
this is not compatible with western democracy. The format of this 
restructuring disrupts the balance within Indigenous communities, 
where successful dynamics already existed. In Belau, the women are 
in charge of their matrilineal kinship-based society, and they are 
responsible for the men, but now the women's status is being 
undermined. The women have found a way around this oppression 
by networking in the taro swamps. During the collection of taro women 
network and share infonnation, as well as deciding village priorities, 
discussing their needs and identifying weaknesses (de Ishtar 1994 p. 
56). 

These books are relevant to the woman reader of any discipline. 
A theme running through Zohl 's books is that it is not the Indigenous 
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woman's self-interest in survival which is important, but that it is the 
next generation for whom they struggle. The women survive under 
the most oppressive regimes but they are the most important agents 
in the struggle for the next generation's future. 'The big issues of 
today are in fact led by women, ordinary women, who have had 
children and are grandmothers now' (Potaka-Dewes, Daughters of 
the Pacific, p. 164). 

In Pacific Women Speak Out, Zohl de Ishtar introduces herself as 
an Irish-Australian lesbian. As a non-Indigenous person of the Pacific 
herself, the question arises of her right to tell Indigenous people's 
stories and to retell them in the written format. Is this not a 
continuation of oppression of Indigenous people, who can only gain 
a voice and validity through the colonial imperial dominators? The 
issues concerning the rights and obligations regarding these stories 
are twofold; first, who has ownership of the stories and, second, how 
are these stories represented? 

Zohl has been permitted to tell Pacific women's stories on the 
basis that the stories belong to the orator and do not become the 
property of the publisher. As for representation of the Pacific stories, 
peace activists have used Pacific Women Speak Out to highlight the 
imp011ance of denuclearisation through the devastating consequences 
of detonations in the Pacific illustrated in the stories. As a result, the 
book has reached audiences who are able to assist in the 
denuclearisation of Earth. This has, as in the World Court Project, 
enabled Pacific women's voices to be heard internationally. 

The stories of most of these Indigenous women gain in meaning 
and power from being told orally. A Native American woman 
explained to Zohl that the use of an oral language was because, 'We 
know that it is important to keep our religion, our ways, our history, 
oral so that our minds would never become weak, and we would never 
forget' (de Ishtar 1994, p. xviii). Zohl herself recognises this, and 
relates the telling of stories as 'talking stories'. One of the positive 
results of Daughters of the Pacific being published is that there is 
now a demand for Pacific women orators to travel globally, educating 
others of their experiences. As a feminist, I believe that the ownership 
and representation issues of other women's stories are well recognised 
and respected by Zohl. 

Zohl intends that these books should create awareness of what is 
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occurring in the region. The stories come fromHawai'i, the Marshall 
Islands, Australia, Te Ao Maobi, East Timor, Bourgainville, West 
Papua, Aotearoa, Guam, Northern Mariana's, Fiji, and Belau. Her 
goal in writing Daughters of the Pac(fic is for a 'just' Pacific. Zohl's 
focus in the Pacific region has been as an outsider seeing the 
devastation caused by colonial powers because the Pacific is 'not 
accorded serious consideration in global terms' (de Ishtar 1994, p. 
3). However, the Pacific is important through military strategic 
positioning, tourism, and has been made available to multi-nationals 
(through tax incentives). These are forms of manipulation to create a 
need for the colonisers ' continued presence. 

The military presence in some Pacific nations has provided 
material comforts; dollar exchanges are then necessary to maintain 
expectations. A consequence of this is rural/urban migration, which 
has pitfalls if expectations are not met. In Hawai 'i the Indigenous 
people now own only one per cent of the land, and poverty is typical. 
People are forced to live on the streets or on the beaches. Other 
negative social consequence of colonisation are drug and alcohol 
problems, organised crime, domestic violence, and environmental 
vandalism. These are now regularly expected of Indigenous people 
by the colonising populations; they are labelled as troublemakers and 
no-hopers within their own countries. The changes to some Indigenous 
communities have been so total and negative that it appears full 
collapse is imminent. With the destruction of traditional lifestyles by 
the imposed changes, even minor alterations upset the balance. From 
the Maori perspective (which is common to all Pacific Indigenous 
peoples), 'everything is within the circle of the holistic worldview. 
Once you start pulling one thing apart you disturb the others' ( de 
Ishtar 1994, p. 68). 

It is not by accident that this has happened. There are examples 
of the deliberate flooding of the islands of French Polynesia with 
US/French dollars, technology and personnel to disrupt Indigenous 
economies and create reliance on the oppressor through the loss of 
land, culture, and language. The possibility of Indigenous Pacific 
people returning to traditional communal living appears impossible. 
The maintenance of the status quo is important to the imperialists as 
is the continued undennining of Pacific Indigenous society through 
whatever channels are available. 
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The United Nations has been used as a vehicle for the imperialist 
expansion. The Indigenous Pacific people were not considered 
civilised enough to be 'rational and law-abiding' under international 
law, and trusteeship was seen as necessary to fix the 'problem'. 
Because of differences in world outlooks, the UN has also made 
decisions for nations to be 'looked after' until they develop acceptable 
social, political and economic structures. The UN has awarded prizes 
for family planning schedules to colonisers when the Indigenous 
population was dropping dramatically, denied self-detennination for 
Indigenous people, and given nations away to major powers. 

The Marshall Islands and its people were 'allowed' to be annexed 
by the United States, without consultation with the Indigenous 
inhabitants. The United States agreed to promote the economic 
advancement and self-sufficiency of the islands. This has not 
happened. What did happen was that the US started testing atomic 
bombs and then, later, the hydrogen bomb for 'the good of mankind 
and to end all wars' ( de Ishtar 1998, p. 20). 

A theme running through Zohl's books is then, how do you 
challenge such powers which have changed the face of the Pacific 
almost totally, and which appear to control the UN? The answer is 
that individuals, communities, and NGOs have effectively altered 
these power dynamics. Aotearoa/New Zealand at the World Court is 
one example of a challenge to the status quo. Kate Dewes and Robert 
Green show us the importance of persuading governments that the 
'public will' demands action and change. 

The World Court Project is an extraordinary story about a small 
group of individuals networking within New Zealand - and then 
internationally - to gain governmental support for co-sponsorship of 
a challenge to the UN. Dewes and Green highlight the role of New 
Zealanders in taking two controversial cases to the International Court 
of Justice that, first, challenged the legal status of atmospheric nuclear 
testing in the South Pacific and, second, challenged the legality of 
threatening or using nuclear weapons. These challenges were enough 
of a threat to be taken very seriously by nuclear nations. The United 
States, United Kingdom, and France threatened to cut trade and aid 
to non-aligned members who voted for the proposed resolution. The 
Swedish Disarmament Ambassador noted that 'During my 20 years 
as a UN delegate, I have never seen such supreme power openly being 
used as during the fall of 1993' (Dewes and Green, p. 29). 
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The result of their challenge saw the United States, United 
Kingdom, France, Russia, Germany and Italy stand before the fourteen 
World Court Judges in an attempt to uphold their right to threaten or 
use nuclear weapons. The World Court's decision was that: 

a threat or use of nuclear weapons would generally be contrary to the 
rules of international law applicable in anned conflict, and in particular 

the principles and rules of humanitarian law (Dewes and Green; p. 39). 

The challenge by the WCP became the most radical issue within 

the UN in thirty years, and one that the New Zealand National 
government regarded as a victory. Then Prime Minister, Jim Bolger, 
said that the government's efforts 'vindicated the anti-nuclear crusade ' 
(p. 41). The Bolger government 's celebration of this win by a small 
nation over the world 's superpowers recognised it as a huge victory 
for the peace activists. They succeeded in bringing about the support 
of anti-nuclear resolutions by a conservative, pro-military, pro-US, 
National political party. 

Dewes and Green write about the resulting change in the New 
Zealand public's expectation that they can bring about change, and that 
governments are prepared to make ' values laden ' decisions if it is good 
politics. Since 1973, the Labour Party has voiced its support for an 
anti-nuclear stance. Dewes and Green explain that the untimely death 
of Prime Minister Norman Kirk in 1973 was a reason why legislation 
on an anti-nuclear policy may not have been passed then. Kirk actually 
died in 1974, and I do not think that he would have been able to make 
such a value-laden policy decision unless he was confident of the 'public 
will '. A decade later the New Zealand population had expressed the 
wish to be nuclear free, which enabled the Fourth Labour Government 

to pass the new anti-nuclear legislation. Governments do not make 
value-laden policy without the support of the popular vote. 

The Australian anti-nuclear position was also an exercise in 
politicking. The Bob Hawke-led Australian government did not change 
to promote a nuclear-free Australia, even though he personally voiced 
opposition to the use of nuclear force. It was not until Prime Minister 
Keating did a complete tum-around that Australia became nuclear free . 
The popular poll census results were registering the Australian Labour 
government as weak and not as likely to win the next election. Australia 
become nuclear free only after the Labour party acknowledged its need 
for the youth and the green vote. (Dewes and Green, p. 33). 
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The Pacific has had 'visitors' making claims on Indigenous 
people 's land and sovereignty for the last 400 years. This coincides 
with the foundations of the concept of 'sovereignty' and the rule of 
international law, military expansion, national armies, industrialised 
capitalism, and global expansion. These intersections have not had 
positive consequences for the Indigenous peoples of the Pacific. The 
struggle by Indigenous people has been catalysed by their 
disenfranchisement from their land, their language, their culture, and 
their identity, as the western powers damaged the existing dynamics 
of traditional life. As well as becoming minorities in their own 
territories, some populations have had to live with the consequences 
of nuclear detonations. 

In the Decade of Indigenous Peoples Rights, 1994- 2004, these 
books are important for increasing people's awareness of what is 
occurring in the Pacific region. All three books are about enormous 
struggles, some on a day-to-day survival basis, and others that 
challenge the supremacy of the current balance of powers. Their goal 
is to recreate an independent and nuclear free Pacific and to restore 
to Indigenous peoples their inalienable rights. These goals can be 
achieved through individuals and NGOs, if governments and 
bureaucrats are thus gaining votes. It is Indigenous women who are 
the main agents in relation to these dynamics; most believe that '(w)e 
have the responsibility as women, the givers oflife, to make sure that 
destruction does not continue' ( de Ishtar 1994, p. 11 ). Zohl de lshtar, 
Kate Dewes and Robert Green have succeeded in meeting their goals 
with each of these books. 

If these books have been my 'Rites of Passage' as a peace reader, 
I now feel blooded. I have been emotionally affected by the personal 
stories of the Indigenous peoples' struggles and survival. Initially, I 
blocked out the pain and the suffering endured by the Pacific people 
as related in these books, because they are so powerful. However, 
over a short period I began to realise the depth, and the personal 
intimate nature, of these books. What was important for me to 
remember was that both Daughters of the Pacific and Pac(fic Women 
Speak Out are also about successes. The Indigenous women's stmggle 
is not just for survival (in some cases), but it is also about working 
towards a better future for the next generation. 

LINDA PERSSON 
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