At the Edges of Islands

EMMA POWELL & EMALANI CASE

To say that Teresia Teaiwa has profoundly influenced our
thinking and practice as Pacific scholars and writers is an
understatement. We knew her as a teacher and as a supervisor,
and we continue to know her through our ongoing study and
teaching of her work. In knowing her, Teresia gave us many
instructions, respectively in our interactions with her and
through her scholarship, poetry, and activist work. One of
the most profound of these gifts was the permission to dream,
critically engage, and articulate ourselves to, and beyond,
the pressing issues of our time, simply through producing
writing that was honest and resonant of our daily experiences
as Pacific women. She wrote about the complexity of political
issues and did not demand absolutism, she produced poetry
with imagery and phrasing that felt deeply familiar to Pacific
people, and she reflected on pedagogy in a way that made the
Pacific learner, and teacher, feel seen. Her oceanic generosity
for the complexity we experience in our lives balanced with
her high expectation of rigour is one part of her astounding
legacy and provides much for us to think with.

In the following dialogue, we consider Teresia’s work in
the Pacific but especially in Aotearoa New Zealand where we
reside as two Pacific women: one wahine Hawai'i living on

the lands of Te Kawerau a Maki and working on the lands
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of Ngati Whatua in Tamaki Makaurau; and the other, a va‘ine Maori on
Kii Tahu lands in Otepoti, Te Waipounamu. We met in 2010 as students
at a literary-studies conference about Pacific writing at the University of
Auckland. At the time, Emalani was supervised by Teresia, and Emma
was supervised by poet and scholar Selina Tusitala Marsh. Years later, we
became PhD candidate (Emma) and supervisor (Emalani) at Victoria
University of Wellington and discussed Teresia’s work at length on many
occasions. We have since become mothers and now raise our families and
pave our own scholarly pathways on Indigenous lands that are not our own.
At a time fraught with white-supremacist ideals, capitalist scarcity lust, and
the persistence of the neoliberal machine, we find ourselves often looking
to our familial and intellectual ancestors for wisdom. Teresia’s ability to
make new and radical political and cultural futures not only capacious but
possible, now feels more precious to us than at any other time before.

We position Teresia’s words as starting points for presenting meditations
on three conceptual notions that provoke our thinking as Pacific women
living and working in Aotearoa New Zealand in 2024. Taking inspiration
from a few of her many publications, we pose questions both to focus our
personal and critical reflections and hopefully to inspire others to also
contemplate the value and resonance of Teresia’s work in their own lives.
We begin by sharing thoughts on the threshold(s) of Teresias conceptual
‘edge’ as a device that has the potential to situate us (the collective us)
and Aotearoa New Zealand more productively to the region. Secondly, we
explore Teresia’s pedagogical legacy of reflective and reflexive thinking, a
strategy for so many of us who seek ways to locate ourselves in the urgent
issues of our time and to write and rewrite histories as we (re)remember
them. Thirdly and finally, we consider the power of the island as a verb, a
way of living, that in Teresia’s words ‘could save our lives’, and we suggest
specifically that Aotearoa New Zealand use its power as a collection of
islands to that end.
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Aotearoa New Zealand ... at the Edge

‘From the edge you can take what you want from the islands—
the colors, the food, the memories. You can leave what you don't
want behind—the politics, the problems, the obligations . . . Epeli
Hau‘ofa says our edge is the ocean. No other people have had their
history shaped so much by an ocean. The islands of Kiribati and
Tuvalu may not exist in thirty years’ time. The ocean has the edge’.!

Aotearoa New Zealand has been somewhat ambivalent about its
relationship with the Pacific, partly because it is perceived as being at
the edge of it, perhaps even beyond it. But what if it isn’t?

Emma Powell (EP): For me as a Pacific Studies student trained at V@aomanii
Pasifika where Teresia was director for some years, grappling with real and
conceptual space is a key part of the programme. Epeli Hau‘ofa’s ‘Sea
of Islands’, which is taught to all students, compels engagement with—
and inversion of—the pervasive idea of Pacific islands as small and in
isolation. Teresia’s own meditations on spatial scale extend this practice.
Perceiving Aotearoa New Zealand as an ‘edge’ in the way we understand
the Pacific is, as Teresia demonstrates in her ‘Lo(o)sing’ essay, multi-layered.
The geographic mode is an obvious one, played out in government and
diplomatic discourse that cites Aotearoa New Zealand’s position at the
geographical edge of the region in order to authorise both responsibility to
Pacific neighbours and the exercise of power over them too.

The conceptual edge might be more powerful though. ‘From the edge
you can take what you want. . . you can leave what you don’t want behind’.
Indeed. The Pacific is full of edges, places between one place and another,
invisible lines, borders and boundaries, that are only there if we want them
to be. As an Atiu and Mangaia scholar, I am often troubled by the idea that

1 Teresia Teaiwa, ‘Lo(o)sing the Edge’, in Swear and Salt Water: Selected Works, ed.
Katerina Teaiwa, April K. Henderson, and Terence Wesley-Smith (Wellington: Victo-
ria University of Wellington Press, 2021), 55-56. Original emphasis.
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most of us believe the edge of New Zealand is demarcated by 1.7 square
kilometers of our Exclusive Economic Zone. And sure, I suppose that is a
kind of edge. But there is a historical edge to constitutional and imperial
maps too and, in the case of my own ancestral background, this means
that there is an invisible and porous edge between Aotearoa New Zealand
and the Cook Islands, made so by New Zealand’s colonial and imperial
machinations at the turn of the century. My New Zealand passport as
a Cook Islands Maori person means there is no enduring edge between
Aotearoa New Zealand and my ancestral islands and, in this way, Teresia
calls our attention to an ocean that cannot let us forget ‘the politics, the
problems, the obligations’, even here at the edge of the Pacific. As Hau'ofa
argued, and as Teresia declared: the ocean has the edge.

Emalani Case (EC): Your reflections on the ‘invisible and porous edge’
between Aotearoa New Zealand and the Cook Islands make me reflect on
the ways my homeland, Hawai'i, is situated and imagined in relation to
both this country and the region. Though many Maori and Pacific peoples
remember our genealogical connections, there are many in this country
who consider Hawai’i to be beyond the edges of ‘the Pacific’. To some,
Hawai’i has a single identity: not an island of the region but a state of the
United States. New Zealand’s strategic alliances and alignments with the
US take advantage of such a framing as they conveniently position my
homeland not as an edge of the Pacific but as an edge of an imperial power,
one located far enough from the colonial centre of the United States to be
rendered sacrificeable, or able to be used and abused.

In thinking of the power inherent in conceptualising edges and
demarcating space, a kind of violence is inflicted in the taking of what
one wants and the leaving behind of what doesn't suit one’s agenda. The
New Zealand government, for instance, sees strategic value in sending
contingents to participate in the US Navy’s biennial Rim of the Pacific
(RIMPAC) warfare exercises held in Hawai’i, with the next exercises set to
take place this year.? In participating, the New Zealand government takes

2 Emalani Case, ‘Keywords: Militarismy’, Counterfutures 10 (2020): 46-62.
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what it wants: the opportunity to play war games with the US in the name
of ‘security’ and ‘aid’ in a place that is beyond the imagined Pacific. In the
process, it leaves behind what it doesn’t want: the responsibility to face its
complicity and active participation in the destruction and devastation of a
place that is not actually beyond the edge, but within the same ocean that
connects us.

As you reflected upon, Emma, and as Teresia reminded us, ‘the ocean
has the edge, and in this instance, the ocean reminds us of the inseparability
of our pasts and our futures. The ocean cannot be contained or restrained
and therefore teaches us that what impacts one part of the region impacts
us all. This should leave us ‘on edge’, ready to engage in, and truly lean into,
‘the politics, the problems, the obligations” of our region. My reflections
here are not meant to imply that we have obligations to just one part of
the region but rather to use my homeland as an example to illustrate how
imagining a place as being beyond the edges of our sphere of influence and
care can bring devastation to us all. As Teresia reflected, in thirty years,
some of our islands may be lost to the sea. We therefore must step into our
responsibility to see past constructed boundaries, to navigate the porous
edges between our places, our politics, and our problems, and to recognise
the necessity for true ‘security’ based on the care of our shared region.

Lazy Natives: One’s Own History

‘My academic training gave me access to a history from which I was
excluded and, furthermore, my academic training gives me tools to

write myself into that history, or, if I wish, to write my own history’.?
If Aotearoa New Zealand is not at or beyond the edge of the Pacific,
what can be said for who is included and excluded in its histories? How

do we think about the nation and genealogise nationhood?

EC: I'm currently teaching a postgraduate course at the University of

3 Teresia Teaiwa, ‘Scholarship from a Lazy Native’, in Swear and Salt Water, 220.
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Auckland entitled “The Pacific: Interdisciplinary Studies’. Most of the
students are first-year MA students. The majority are of one or more Pacific
heritages: Tongan, Samoan, Cook Islands Maori, Banaban, and I-Kiribati.
They are interested in a range of research questions including gender
expectations, teaching Pacific histories, the intersections and articulations
of Christianity and culture, the labeling of Pacific peoples as ‘Indigenous’
(and whether or not that is appropriate), and the responsibilities of
diasporic Pacific communities to the places we live. Following their lead,
and with a growing and determined desire to have difficult conversations
about place, positionality, and politics in this country, I redesigned one
of the week’s content to focus on Maiori and Pacific connections (and
disconnections) and Pacific obligations to whenua, tangata whenua, and
Te Tiriti o Waitangi. We read the works of incredible Maori and Pacific
scholars like Margaret Mutu, Alice Te Punga Somerville, and Dylan Asafo,
as well as co-authored pieces by Maori, Pacific, and tangata Tiriti voices,
including an article by Teresia Teaiwa and Sean Mallon and one by Arama
Rata and Faisal Al-Assad. We also read a dialogue piece that reflected on
critical positioning by Arama Rata, Mengzhu Fu, Jess Mio, and me.*

In our discussions of the readings, what became clear was the
ambivalence some of our Pacific students feel in discussing their place and
their role, both historically and contemporarily, but also how ready they
are to lean into any discomforts such considerations might bring. They
are mindful of their connections to Maori but are also acutely aware of

4 Margaret Mutu, ‘Mana Maori Motuhake: Maori Concepts and Practices of
Sovereignty’, in Routledge Handbook of Critical Indigenous Studies, ed. Brendan
Hokowhitu et al. (Routledge, 2021): 269-282; Alice Te Punga Somerville, “Wetland:
Draining Mana Whenua', New Zealand Sociology 37, no. 1 (2022): 42-69; Dylan
Asafo, ‘Freedom Dreaming of Abolition in Aotearoa New Zealand: A Pacific
Perspective on Tiriti-based Abolition Constitutionalism’, Legalities 2, no. 1 (2022):
82-118; Teresia Teaiwa and Sean Mallon, ‘Ambivalent Kinships? Pacific People in
New Zealand’, in New Zealand Identities: Departures and Destinations, ed. James H.
Liu et al. (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2006): 401-447; Arama Rata and
Faisal Al-Aasaad, “Whakawhanaungatangta as a Maori Approach to Indigenous-
Settler of Colour Relationship Building’, New Zealand Population Review 45 (2019):
211-233; Arama Rata et al., ‘Ko Wai Ténei e Ta Ake Nei? Activating Collectivity and
Accountability Through Grounded Positioning’, Counterfutures 12 (2022): 52-77.
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the fact that they are not Indigenous to the whenua they live on. They
are also unclear about their place in a ‘bi-cultural’ nation and are leery
of a government that has, on one hand, promised their families work
and education opportunities but, on the other, has also targeted them,
subjected them to racist treatment, and sidelined their histories and lived
realities. While the week’s content left many of them with more questions
than answers, they were eager to explore those questions and knew that
they could find answers that made sense for them, even if not that day, that
week, or even that semester. In the process of asking questions, they sought
to do as Teresia advocated, to locate themselves in history past, present, and
future. They asked each other what it means to be in meaningful solidarity
and how this requires us to recognise the ways that we may unknowingly
(or knowingly) uphold settler-colonial power or ‘colonial configurations
of competition and assimilation’.” They considered relationship building
(and rebuilding) through whakawhanaungatanga and the importance of
‘freedom dreaming’, as well as the politics of dreaming.® Who gets to dream
for this country, this ‘nation’, and whose dreams are more likely to come
true? How do we ensure our dreams do not interfere with mana Maori
motuhake and tino rangatiratanga?

In exploring Miori and Pacific connections (and the realities of
disconnection) as well as the potential for building and strengthening
Pacific solidarities and obligations to whenua, tangata whenua, and Te
Tiriti—which is critical in a time when Te Tiriti is being challenged by a
right-wing coalition government—the students demonstrated a willingness
to write themselves into history in ways that made sense for them as
contemporary Pacific people grappling with ‘the politics, the problems,
the obligations’ of place. In doing so, they thought not only of the ways
that they are genealogically connected to the region, but also how they
are articulated to this country. This thinking necessitated a consideration
of the nation, of who is part of it and why. In her teaching, Teresia would

5 Somerville, “Wetland’, 44.

6 The concept of ‘freedom dreaming’ comes from Robin D. G. Kelley, Freedom
Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2003). It was a
theme in the article by Asafo cited earlier.
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introduce her students to a number of key concepts, or concepts that she
found useful in her own work and thought could help them to more deeply
understand what they were learning.

One of those key concepts was ‘imagined communities, a term
popularised by Benedict Anderson to speak to nations that are ‘imagined’
in the sense that ‘members of even the smallest nation will never know most
of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds
of each lives the image of their communion’.” Though I no longer teach in
the Pacific Studies programme that Teresia directed for years at Victoria
University of Wellington, I still find the concepts that she taught useful.
They prompt our students to think about the communities they belong to,
the communities they align themselves with, and the communities they are
left out of. In considering their solidarities with Maori, my Pacific students
can think of the communities they locate themselves in and alongside, and
even those that position them 77 the nation even while they challenge it.

EP: Yes, Teresia was so good at showing her students the power of
relationships in their understanding and learning. Woven throughout her
oeuvre is the importance of a relational approach to critical analyses, whether
in the comparative analysis that is such a key part of her prescription for
Pacific Studies, or in the genealogical approach of her widely read essay
“The Ancestors We Get to Choose: White Influences I Won't Deny’.® Like
many others, I use a number of Teresia’s pedagogical techniques in my own
teaching, including the ways that she encouraged students to genealogise
themselves into the field of Pacific Studies, which was a way of teaching
them how to hold the complexity of their identities and allegiances beyond
the binaristic.

Like you, Emalani, my teaching allows me to continue learning from
Teresias pedagogical legacy and from the understanding it facilitates in
my students. I teach three classes at the University of Otago. One is an

7 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (London: Verso, 20006), 5.

8 Teresia Teaiwa, “The Ancestors We Get to Choose: White Influences I Won't Deny’,
in Sweat and Salt Water, 223-234.
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introduction to the field of Indigenous Studies as we know it here in Otepoti
Dunedin. I attempt to teach students about the critical Indigenous Studies
discourses in the Global North and in Australia, and the relationship that
the field has to Maori Studies, Pacific Studies, and other related disciplines
in our region. As a Pacific Studies trained scholar, I don’t try to hide my own
intellectual genealogy in my teaching but instead try to trace a genealogy
of connection between Indigenous Studies and myself, Indigenous Studies
and more familiar studies here in my school (Maori Studies and Pacific
Studies), and I try to make space for the ways we can uniquely extend
Indigenous Studies discourses from our place here on Kai Tahu lands.

I teach a second course called Indigenous Governance and Ethics. We
explore how Indigenous peoples make decisions, informed by Indigenous
knowledge systems and the impetus to think sustainably about life and
community in circumstances where Indigenous peoples often have less
power than settler majorities or global systems of power that are based on
key principles of Western knowledge. I try to teach students about the
danger of hard binaries and why thinking we can separate every system
neatly into Indigenous and Western categories is not entirely accurate or
helpful. I try to show students that Indigenous peoples make choices and
decisions in this vortex of unequal power every day and for many of these
informed communities, they choose to find a way of relating to that power.
Such teaching often raises difficult questions: how do Indigenous peoples
commit and trust in partnership when power is so uneven? How do we
evenly critique Indigenous communities who choose to adopt Western
organisational structures and economy in order to achieve key cultural
outcomes for their people?

The third class I teach is Indigenous Theory and Method, where I walk
new postgraduate students through some of the major theories in the
field and we talk about how to undertake a postgraduate research project.
Though I am there to work through some of the denser readings with
them, they each take a turn at leading the class through a discussion of the
weekly readings and the key ideas and theoretical discourses that will make
up their critical tool kit when they begin their research projects. This is a
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relational exercise in many ways, a pedagogical strategy that incentivises
their engagement with assessments and readings while simultaneously
creating a collective enterprise within the class: show up because theyll
show up for you, be generous and receive that generosity also, share your
knowledge and benefit from what is shared with you.

Aswith your classroom in Tamaki, I have found students to be incredibly
responsive to the generosity in these versions of Teresias pedagogical and
genealogical approach. I suspect that they feel moved by the idea that the
theoretical within the academic classroom can acutely reflect their own
complex relationships, their own /ives, even as they attempt to locate
themselves in the exclusionary public discourse you refer to. Teaching
students in Aotearoa New Zealand to trace their own genealogical and
relational connections (familial, political, intellectual, or otherwise)
is a part of building a generation that has the much-needed capacity to
genealogise this nation’s history and its future by reflecting on their own
personal relationships.

Giving Life to an Island

‘so little respect for the life cycle. so little respect for birds that can
create islands. so lictle respect for birds that didn't just come here
to shit. frigate birds fly for miles and miles, thousands sometimes,
to nest, mate and reproduce at the same place. giving life to baby
frigate birds, they gave life to an island, giving life to an island they

gave life to a people’.?

We can think about Aotearoa New Zealand at ‘the edge’ and we can
think about it as a nation produced and remade from many (hi)stories.
What happens when we also think about Aotearoa New Zealand as an
island?

9 Teresia Teaiwa, ‘Yagona/Yagoqu: Roots and Routes of a Displaced Native’, in Swear
and Salt Water, 193.
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EC: One of the courses I teach at the University of Auckland is one I
inherited entitled ‘Pacific Indigenous Thought’. In the first session of the
class, my students and I unpack each of these terms: Pacific, Indigenous, and
thought. We think about our previous understandings of, and engagements
with, each of them individually and we talk about, and even question, their
grouping. We consider what it means to be Pacific’, to be ‘Indigenous’,
and what these two terms mean together as descriptors of ‘thought’.
During the course of the semester, we look at knowledge construction,
at how we know what we know and at what is worth knowing and being
maintained, and at what it means when our knowledge is made accessible.
We explore thoughts about genealogies and relationships; place, space, and
time; the environment; culture and history; and regionalism. We engage in
the politics of ‘thought’, and discuss the ways our knowledge is debated,
negotiated, and often marginalised, ignored, and dismissed.

In the week where we explore the environment—or the ways Pacific
peoples have articulated their connections to, and disconnections from,
the natural world—we discuss the pressing need to be like the frigate birds
who ‘gave life’ to islands and, in doing so, gave life to people (or rather, to
be agents of maintaining the life of islands so that we can save the lives of
people). In this week, we take seriously Teresia’s call to “island” the world’,
or to teach everyone how to live as if living on islands, an approach that
recentres a responsibility to care."

Though the majority of my students are of Pacific heritage, many
of them express a feeling of disconnection when having to talk about
relationships with, and responsibility to, islands, whether their ‘home’
islands in the region, the islands they live on in Aotearoa New Zealand,
or an island earth. As you reflected on previously, Emma, this relationship
to islands is one of those genealogical relationships that we can teach them
to trace. While they often learn to trace them, their ability to truly realise
those connections is still strained. In a reflection on assigned readings for

the week, one student talked about how reading about Pacific peoples’

10 Teresia Teaiwa, “To Island’, in Indigenous Pacific Islander Eco-Literatures, ed. Kathy
Jetnil-Kijiner, Leora Kava, and Craig Santos Perez (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i
Press, 2022), 127.
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genealogical relationships with their islands felt foreign, like the content
of a fairytale that she, as a diasporic Pacific person, could not relate to.
Though she admitted that viewing a mountain, a river, or an entire island
as an ancestor could lead to nurturing relationships with place and to both
a sense of belonging to islands and a sense of obligation to safeguard them
for future generations, she still questioned whether she could truly embody
what had become fairytale-like. This is where Teresia’s reflections on the
‘roots and routes of a displaced native’ are so helpful. They give us the
nudge we need to think about the grounds we're on and the layers of shit—
both literal and metaphorical—that both give life, and in contemporary
times, take life from the places we find ourselves in. They help us to re-
island this country, and in the process, to embrace ‘island” as a verb: an

action that even when unpracticed can become natural again.

EP: This ambivalence you refer to is familiar to so many Pacific peoples
born and raised in Aotearoa New Zealand, and those who came here as
younger people and now find that they have lived in this new country for
most of their lives. My grandparents came to New Zealand in the 1970s
and I grew up with them on a small island called Waiheke in the middle
of Tikapa Moana in Tamaki Makaurau. My grandparents built our family
home at the top of a valley on the south side of Waiheke, facing toward the
eastern bays of Auckland city. I remember as a child looking over to those
bays and thinking that my island was my country and that the glittering
lights of the city demarcated ‘the world’. This perspective has shaped the
way that I think about temporal and spatial scale, and informs the way that
I understand the distance between things and the ways that such relational
proximities give us meaning. In other words, my entire understanding of
the world is framed from an island, something that I have only recognised
through my study and response to Teresia’s work.

I realise that the notions we have been exploring here are a challenge
to interrogate our relationships with others through the development of
praxes that are reflexive and reflective: if we look at either side of an edge,

what do we see? Is Aotearoa New Zealand an edge, a centre, or neither?
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What do our own genealogies—familial, intellectual, even national—tell us
about who we are as individuals? As collectives? As tribes and organisations?
It seems to me that at the base of Teresia’s critical approach is the power of
the island, a space that, in its so-called isolation, simultaneously demands
relationality and care. Such actions underpin both the island’s definition
and its survival, and so it is for us as humans, particularly in a region that is
so defined by islands, ‘all the way up’ and ‘all the way down’."!

As you pointed out, the political pendulum has recently swung away
from the Left and within this political, cultural and economic milieu,
many continue to turn away from grappling with our complex national
(and regional) genealogies, and our future as a Pacific nation. In Otepoti
Dunedin, where I now live with my family and work at one of the most
southern tertiary institutions in the world, one cannot ignore the unique
perspective that this location affords or the genealogical connections that I
bring with me to this city. Here in Te Waipounamu, the southern vantage
point from this island offers us so much to think with. Where does national
history start on this southern island? What connections, mobilities, and
relationships are there between this island and so many others, near and
far? Yes, we can learn so much about our nation—and ourselves—from an

island.

Conclusion

In ‘Ancestors We Get to Choose’, Teresia contemplated her role as a teacher
and her belief that it was not her place to choose paths for her students
but to prepare them for the paths they themselves would choose to follow,
whether they became ‘traditional intellectuals’ and agents of the status quo,
‘organic intellectuals’ and agents of change, or a unique, but potentially
complicated, combination of the two. To choose paths for her students,
she reflected, would be against her own ‘moral and ethical code’.’> Though
she never chose who and what her students would be, she provided them
with the tools they'd need, whichever direction they decided for themselves.

11 Teaiwa, “To Island’.
12 Teresia Teaiwa, Ancestors’, 231.
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She also modelled what was possible: she showed us that we could be brave
dreamers and doers, people who can critically engage with the region while
also envisioning futures beyond the issues we face. She modelled loving the
region even while challenging it, holding it even while pushing it further.
As students of Teresia’s work, scholars at the intersections of Pacific Studies
and Indigenous Studies, Pacific women navigating our place in Aotearoa
New Zealand, and mothers, we have found, and continue to find, so much
in Teresia’s work. Her words feed not only our critical considerations of
the region and our places in it, but also speak to the issues we face in
shifting times. As the above conversation has hopefully illustrated, there
is no endpoint, no boundary to the impact and relevance of her work.
Just like the edge she conceptualised, her work is ‘edgy’ in the ways that
it speaks across past, present, and future temporalities. It is there for us to
engage with, to think with, and to apply and extend. While our reflections
only speak to a portion of her work, we hope they invite continued
contemplations of our edges, our histories, and our islands in ways that
give life to place and people.



