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This research fostered cross-regional dialogues among Indigenous communities, capturing the
responses of Islander youth to climate change and imperial legacies, while conveying messages to

former colonial metropoles. The project documented emerging global artists and culminated In an art

exhibition.

i _ This _project surveyed how young Pacific Islander and other Indigenous_
artists have been making a difference in both Japan and in Pacific Island nations of Micronesia,

researching how these artists respond to colonialism, militarism, and climate change. The project
also conducted local workshops in Pacific Islander, Ainu, and Okinawan communities with artists to

learn about local creative industries as leveraged against an international art market and

historical/environmental contexts. Resulting in several publications and the curation of a major

art exhibit, the project laid the groundwork for future research and public engagement in Japan.
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The vast archipelagos of the Pacific Islands region comprise some of the most colonized and militarized
placeson earth, aswell as countless sitesthat are severely affected by climate change. Most island countries
were extensively subjugated by European, American, and Japanese governments from the 16th century to
the 20th century. Japan played alarge rolein colonizing the central Pacific in Micronesia for thirty years of
civilianrule, and its military encounters during World War |1 with the United States dramatically impacted
the entirety of Oceania. As industrialized nations like Japan and the United States, Australia, China, and
many others that surround the Pacific Ocean are at fault for the carbon emissions, nuclear waste, sea level
rise, overfishing, and other environmental crises that threaten this part of the world, many scholars have
shown how, to Indigenous communities, these crises are also a form of “environmental colonialism,” yet
another iteration of the violence that has persisted for centuries. Yet, Japan’s fraught linkages to the Pacific
islands are largely ignored or forgotten by contemporary Japanese. As Japan shares the same ocean as
these islands and possesses acommon environmental destiny, now morethan ever it isof urgent importance
that the Japanese public engages with and embraces thisregion and its histories of involvement with Japan.
This project underscoresthe importance that investigating past Japan-Pacific relations holdsfor present and
future relations.

Today, a new generation of young Pacific Islanders are using creative industries to take initiative
in fighting back against these imperial trespasses and the urgent threat of climate change—using art and
activism to heal the past and save their island homelands from obliteration. Building on my previous
anthropological research from 2008-2015, my extensive experiences in curating Pacific art at the 2017
Honolulu Biennial, and a preliminary research project funded by Waseda University in 2017, this multi-
sited project was conceived to document these recent Pacific contemporary art movements of resistance in
the art markets of former colonial metropoles; survey local Pacific Island contexts where art is produced,;
and investigate Japanese-Pacific articulations through art, while connecting Pacific artists/scholars to their

Indigenous Japanese counterparts, such as Ainu and Okinawans.

This project will result in tangible outcomes—an international exhibition of Pacific contemporary
art in Japan, an international symposium at Waseda University, and several publications—including a book
draft based on critical essaysand art from both the symposium and exhibition. In Pacific sland communities,
the project will stimulate dialogue about the role of art in decolonization and activism; and in Japan,
increasingly known as a hub of innovation and creativity in its own right, it will link academia and the art

world with the Pacific region.

In terms of socia science research, this was a highly interdisciplinary project, incorporating feminist



ethnography and workshop-based community work; direct collaborative intervention with artists; historical,
archival, and museum survey work of different collections in former colonial metropoles; visual
methodologies and interpretation of visual culture, including contemporary art theory/film studies; and
curatorial research.  Arguably, thiskind of multi-sited, interdisciplinary approach was essential in aproject
like this, because Pacific Islander histories have traditionally been highly visual, oral, or performative, not
typically encoded in text. Additionally, taking this sort of approach enabled me to make the most of the
expertise of a wide range of collaborators beyond the academy, including Pacific Islander artists and
Indigenous cultural authorities. The project’s approach initially wasto entail three largely sequential phases,
spread out over three years: Gaining a nuanced knowledge of key artists and how their work is exhibited
abroad, surveying local Pacific contexts/art production and conducting workshopsin select island sites, and
then planning a major art exhibition.

What was initially conceived as the second phase of the project ended up being spread throughout the
extended research period, due to the COVID-19 pandemic. A rigorous multi-sited ethnographic and art
study in the Federated States of Micronesia, Republic of the Marshall Islands, Guam, and Hawai‘i in
August-September 2019 was the first of many that were planned. This was meant to be followed by
numerous other local workshops, but the format needed to be changed due to global border restrictions.
Nevertheless, these were workshops which served a two-fold purpose: one was to have a collective
conversation with alocal community about their attitudes toward colonialism, climate change, and art. The
second outcome expected from these workshops was to give back to the community, facilitate art-making,
and help to build a robust network that empowered Pacific Islanders at the root level. Another purpose of
these local visits would be to document the local artmaking process, conduct studio visits, and get a more
nuanced understanding of the social and natural conditions in which this art is made, including the current
state of climate change and environmental degradation. Establishing a more nuanced sense, too, of what
Indigenous communities and artists value as art, was a mgjor objective in this phase.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and border closures, which made it inevitable that | could not
undertake onsite work in Oceania for the greater part of 2020-2022, | adapted this project to entail a series
of online workshops via Zoom, a number of “local” presentations conducted online, and more extensive
ethnographic and museum survey work here within the borders of Japan, mainly in Okinawa, Hokkaido,
and Aomori Prefectures. Having fortunately been able to conduct onsite interviews, studio visits, and three
workshops in Micronesia prior to the pandemic, | was then, together with my collaborators, able to share
material, conduct follow-up work, keep in touch with artists, and eventually curate an international
exhibition, which | detail later in this report. Additionally, instead of traveling to the major art exhibits of
Venice and Documenta as originally envisioned in my project proposal, after the borders reopened, |
substituted that onsite research with textual analysis of the documentation that emerged from those exhibits
while instead traveling to the Republic of Palau and Hawai‘i, two Pacific sites that provided suitable
opportunities to explore the same questions with Indigenous communities in the wake of the pandemic.
Meanwhile, as noted below, thanks to my early collaboration with researchers/curators Ruth McDougall
and Ruha Fifita, both based at the Queensland Gallery of Modern Art, | was able to remotely co-curate an
exhibition of art and resistance from Northern Oceaniaat the 10" Asia Pacific Triennial in Brisbane between
late 2021-2022, which | was able to visit just before it closed.



As this was a humanities-based project and not a positivist scientific study, it should be emphasized
that the results of this project, which was originally conceived as athree-year project, but inevitably ended
up being a four-year project, were both tangible and intangible. This was also a project that would have
been inconceivable had it not been for the generous cooperation of severa individuals and institutions
outside of Japan, most of whom were outside of academia.  Additionally, the most significant outcome of
this project, a rigorously-conceived exhibition of contemporary art from Northern Oceania shown in
Australia at the 10" Asia Pacific Triennial in Brisbane, communicated our research results in highly visual
and physical ways that cannot be communicated easily through academic discourse. This outcome, which
was titled the “Air Cano€” Project, involved two other curatorial researchers, twenty different artists from
the Federated States of Micronesia and Republic of the Marshall Islands, and collaboration with Professor
Vicente Diaz of the University of Minnesota and various other scholars. It was, ultimately, both a
compendium of the findings of our ethnographic research about “speaking back” to Empire, but also it
served as atemplate for some of the concurrent work | undertook in Japan in Hokkaido and Okinawa, and
| was able to present elements of this exhibit, at least in conceptual form, back in Japan, while actually
holding hands-on workshops in Australia. An audiovisual media packet that documented this exhibit was
also given to all of the artists who were involved in the project.

To briefly summarize the outcome of the workshops we conducted, it became apparent early onin the
project that Pacific Islander and other Indigenous artists are often ignored by the contemporary global art
world because of what they consider to be art, which is often relegated to the world of “handicraft” and not
taken seriously. We thus began to explore more of the theories behind navigation, weaving, chanting,
song, and other techniques through the lens of contemporary art. At the same time we looked at how
artists in the more urban international art scene were adapting narratives and practices from Indigenous
culturesinto visual, filmic, or performative works that would be accepted and appraised by theinternational
art world. Thus on one hand, my research focused at the very local level on how local creatives and
activists—not only in Micronesia but also in Okinawa and Hokkaido—were, despite doing so-called
“traditional” work, actually making interventions that were ultimately political, resistant, and effective.
On the other hand, my research looked at high-profile international artists such as Latai Taumopeau, Taloi
Havini, and others who came from Pacific | lands communities but translated their work into contemporary
art vernacular that earned them significant attention on the world stage. For instance, | conducted extensive
conversations with several of these artists and observed how their work was exhibited between 2019-2022
in Australia, the Philippines, Bangladesh, Hawai ‘i, New York, Italy, and Germany. In Japan, this took the
form of collaborating with Okinawan artist Ishikawa Mao, who drew upon Okinawan practices of
storytelling and passing on painful truths to future generations by harnessing the power of contemporary
photography. In Hokkaido, | traced the work of Ainu artist Mayunkiki to learn how she had been drafted
into the contemporary art circuit and portrayed as a spokeswoman for Ainu politics and cultural legacies,
and how she tried to speak back to and resist these projections of Japanese imperial power. Her intensive
research into the Ainu practice of sinuye tattooing of women’s faces and hands translated into multiple
international exhibits during the course of this research, in the UK, Germany, and Australia, as well as
around Japan, and | learned through my observation and visua study, aswell as my exhibition survey work,

in what way she was being “positioned,” counter to the agency that she expressed through her own



initiatives. Emerging Marshallese contemporary artist Kathy Jetnil Kijiner, likewise, expressed similar
frustrations with the art world and found, like Mayunkiki, that she could better showcase the work of elderly
Marshallese practitioners of weaving and other cultural practicesin collaboration with her spoken word art,
as away of representing her community and “hijacking” the art world in metropolitan centers to get more
attention paid to climate change in her home country.

Yet, these are examples of artists who managed to secure international celebrity through these circuits
of visibility. TheAir Canoe project was, thus, away to spotlight the work of artists whose work spoke to
all of the themes | was investigating in my project, but in more subtle ways. The exhibition itself featured
the work of canoe-builders, navigators and their wayfinding technol ogy, the mourning and anger expressed
by Marshallese toward nuclear testing and colonization as encoded in their funereal rites, the textile
needlepoint and stitch work of women from Pohnpei and the economy of semiotics they trade in through
skirtmaking, toys crafted out of trash by children on Ebeyeislet as away of having fun with severe westher
caused by climate change, and the resistant and defiant church singing of an all-male chorus gospel group
from Kosrae who weave messages of decolonization and resilience into their Christian lyrics.

The Air Canoe project is emblematic of the major outcomes that surfaced from the “Archipelago
Speaks Back” project, as it speaks to the larger themes of resilience amidst colonization, militarization,
climate crisis, and, unexpectedly, a global pandemic which also became the subject of my inquiry as the
research progressed. Having conducted extensive ethnographic and art research in the Central Micronesia
region, specifically focusing on the Northern Oceanian islands and atolls, the project aimed to explore and
understand the connections and relationships between Indigenous island peoples and their surrounding
water, land, and skies, as well as their historical, present, and future contexts. Through the lens of
contemporary artistic reinterpretations of culture, history, and technology, Air Canoe sought to address the
enduring impacts of military and colonial domination in this region, where even airspace had been
colonized. The very naming of “Air Canoe” derived from a critical term that many Islanders used in our
workshops, referring to the "I landhopper,” the sole commercial air route that currently connectsthe various
islands of Northern Oceania. Through surveying art, my research showed that islands continue to bear the
scars of some of the most brutal battles of the Pacific War (1941-45) between the United States and Japan.
This KAKENHI Project thus documented Islander voices that critiqued this military-colonialist trajectory
by showcasing the agency, resourcefulness, resilience, interconnectedness, and interrelationships of
Islanders and other Indigenous people.

Citing the text that | wrote for the Air Canoe exhibition, | highlight a symbolic takeaway from this
research that encapsulates how much we learned from this KAKENHI project, even despite the global
pandemic. The Marshallese term "aelon" trandlatesto "island,” but it also encompasses the connotations of
currents and flows ("ag"), as well as everything above ("lon"), encompassing the entirety of the seafloor,
earth, plants, creatures, water, sky, and cosmos. It encapsulates a holistic worldview, rejecting
compartmentalization and isolation imposed by the sea. This project thus shed light on how local artists
navigate the myriad currents swirling around them — waves of liquid, air, sound, migration, memory,

militarism, radiation, climate change, and most recently, the novel coronavirus.
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