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Abstract. In an age of dramatic environmental and ecological challenges, the dynamics of sovereignty associated with the
conservation of natural resources in Oceania are in flux. This article draws on the transformative work of Tongan anthropologist
and political philosopher Epeli Hau‘ofa to articulate characteristics of an Oceanian Sovereignty that illuminate ongoing
conceptual shifts around conservation in this region. In the wake of intensifying and accelerating environmental challenges from
global warming and other hazard drivers, understanding Indigenous peoples and local communities’ deeply rooted and emerging
perceptions and conceptions of rights over, responsibilities towards, and respect for, nature is a critical context for necessary
transformations within conservation science, policy and practice. The articulation of sovereignty that we identify in Hau‘ofa
sheds light on how Oceania’s peoples are asserting rights to make choices about the environmental futures of ocean and island
spaces. Oceanian Sovereignty emphasises past, present and future obligations enacted though sustainable use in partnership with
an ancestral ocean deeply embedded in cultural identity as a basis of governance rather than in legal and political arguments
grounded in the constitutions of states. The resultant nature politics are exemplified in what we term tidal thinking. Tidal thinking
refers to Indigenous and local peoples’ fluid responses to current challenges around conservation and sustainable management of
island and ocean futures and the linked wellbeing of human and non-human entities within them. We conclude with a number of

conservation practice, governance, and policy implications that tidal thinking around Oceanian Sovereignty entails.
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Locating an environmental and ecological sovereignty in
Hau’ofa’s Sea of Islands

Beginning with ‘Our Sea of Islands’ (1994), the work of Tongan
anthropologist Epeli Hau‘ofa has inspired a generation of Pacific
scholars and peoples. In this article we argue that neglected aspects
of Hau‘ofa’s vision both anticipate and shed light on how Oceania’s
peoples are responding to the crisis of governance, management and
conservation of regional natures in the era of climate change and
rampant ecological and environmental degradation (Kelman 2017).
The Pacific Islands region is notable for its biodiversity and func-
tional ecological conservation potentials and precarities (Wittmer
et al. 2018; Russell and Kueffer 2019). It is also notable for the
ongoing struggles of Indigenous and local communities to re-exert
agency over island and ocean environments that have for millennia
been intimately linked to local identities and senses of place and
belonging (Ruru 2008; D’Arcy 2009; Leenhardt ez al. 2013). The
persistence of such struggles are evident in both postcolonial and
non-self-governing states. The challenge to conservation biologists,
planners and policy makers of understanding and reconciling the
social justice, environmental equity and everyday political
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implications of conservation decisions and practices is stark
(Keppel et al. 2012; Mawyer and Jacka 2018; Bennett et al. 2019).

Conservation sciences are necessarily focused on the rehabili-
tation of ecosystems damaged by human activity, amelioration
of current crises, and prevention of future loss. Notably, calls for
greater inclusion of communities as intimately linked to, and
inalienable from, their local environments are no longer limited
to social scientists within the relevant literatures and practices. Both
place-based (Pascua ef al. 2017; Morishige et al. 2018) and large-
scale ecological assessments (Leong ef al. 2019; Halpern 2020)
now take human dimensions robustly into account. However, much
existing work to interpolate Indigenous perspectives into environ-
mental and conservation science has focused on the efficacy of
Indigenous knowledge (McMillen ef al. 2014; Lauer 2017), with a
particularly strong focus on Indigenous senses of the sacred as a
means of understanding human attachments to and practices of
place and place-making (Berkes 2017; Dacks et al. 2019). We
argue that understanding Indigenous peoples and local communi-
ties’ deeply rooted and emerging perceptions, conceptions and
enactments of rights over, responsibilities towards, and steward-
ship of, nature is a critical context for necessary transformations
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within conservation science, policy and practice both because of
the potential for conflict when the rights and presences of Indige-
nous peoples and local communities are not taken into account
(Alegado 2019; Aburto et al. 2020) and because of the potential for
better meeting conservation goals across scales (Lyver et al. 2019).

As Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars engaged with
local conservation and Indigenous resource management, we
suggest that Hau‘ofa illuminates characteristics of sovereignty
as conceived, perceived and practiced within Indigenous and
local communities around environmental conservation and
terrestrial and marine resource management in Oceania. We
do so knowing that the relevance of sovereignty from the ground
up, of sovereignty as experienced and enacted by Indigenous
peoples and local communities across the region might other-
wise be overlooked by conservation scientists or practitioners.
The risk of conservation practitioners misperceiving the rele-
vance of sovereignty to their work is particularly stark when
their prior training or experience may have only located issues of
sovereignty within the boundaries of legal or governance
jurisdictions within a Westphalian model that assigns to each
state exclusive rights over its own territory. A narrow under-
standing of sovereignty may fail to take into account the ways in
which Indigenous and local communities’ sovereignty prac-
tices — for instance, their enactment of rights with respect to
making choices about the ecological futures of their environ-
ments — may be in tension or even opposition with the legal or
policy norms promoted by the nation-states that claim them.'

In our reading, Hau‘ofa both reflected pre-existing, and
motivated emerging, ways of conceiving, perceiving, and enact-
ing relationships between sovereignty and Indigenous peoples’
and local communities’ responses to the crisis of the now
confronting environmental conservation, island sustainability,
and natural resource management. Today, these conceptions,
perceptions and practical relationships are visible in regional
discourses across a variety of scales. These range from heads of
state speaking in international fora such as COP23 (Bainimarama
2018) or collectively through multilateral declarations such as
the 2018 Boe Declaration of the Pacific Islands Forum (Pacific
Islands Forum Secretariat 2019), to culturally grounded conser-
vation practitioners and scholars (Roberts ez al. 1995; Kurashima
et al. 2018). They are also expressed by everyday community
members across the region contributing personal resources to
projects large and small from invasive species removals, to
fishpond or seaweed restorations, to managed reef and fisheries
closures. This activation of community members may give rise to
potent social movements assigning rights to ancestral rivers in
Aotearoa/New Zealand (Morris and Ruru 2010; Muru-Lanning
2016) or blocking the exploitation of mountainscapes such as the
Kia‘i and Aloha ‘Aina centred movement in Hawai‘i (Goodyear-
Ka‘opua2017; Fujikane 2018; Case 2019; Ho‘omanawanui et al.
2019). Social theorists (e.g. Latour 2004, 2018) have written
more generally about global discursive shifts that emphasise the
postnational or regional scale as a response to the ecological
crisis. We suggest that there is something fundamentally striking
about how Indigenous and local stances toward conservation and
sovereignty are articulated in Oceania.
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Explicit engagement with sovereignty as discussed in this
article may initially be challenging to natural scientists and
conservation practitioners. However, the Indigenous beliefs and
practices around environmental and ecological rights located in
what we are calling an Oceanian Sovereignty share much in
common with scientific conservation objectives. Outlining and
articulating these commonalities for both environmental scien-
tists and Indigenous practitioners forms a major focus of this
article. Such understanding is vital as a number of aspects of
discourses and practices around sovereignty, including highly
explicit assertions or sometimes subtle insinuations by commu-
nity members may challenge or frustrate the understanding of
those who are not themselves rooted in regional community/ties.
The same holds true for environmental activists who are rooted
in the region but not necessarily trained in the social sciences
with the disciplinary tools useful in articulating cultural, social,
and political dimensions with ecological or conservation dimen-
sions towards policy and governance. In that gaps in understand-
ing between positionalities increase the chance of poor
outcomes, we identify the utility of close engagement with
Hau‘ofa’s work at the intersection of environmental, ecological
and human dimensions that we locate in Oceanian Sovereignty.

The need to engage with sovereignty discourses reflected in
Hau‘ofa is precisely what is indicated by increasingly clarion
calls to mainstream the social sciences (Bennett ef al. 2017). In
order to better integrate human dimensions in conservation
planning and enactment (Gray et al. 2017; Teel et al. 2018),
practitioners must more carefully engage the nexus of beliefs
and values about personhood, social collectives, and the ethics of
relationship between human communities and environments,
ecologies, or species, as locally perceived and experienced
(Chang et al. 2019; Gon and Winter 2019). Understanding these
human dimensions is critical to understanding the roles played
by place-based culture (Masterson et al. 2017) and Indigenous
and local values (Jones et al. 2016; Arias-Arévalo et al. 2017) in
social-ecological systems towards sustainable futures. Increased
attention to the dynamics of what we are identifying as Oceanian
Sovereignty may be a deeply needed complement to remarkable
work by conservation practitioners to engage Indigeneity,
culturally sensitive, culturally grounded, and place-based
dimensions of conservation work.

A sea of sovereign-ties

Famously, driving from Kona to Hilo on the island of Hawai‘i,
en route to give a talk, Tongan anthropologist Epeli Hau‘ofa had
a numinous ‘road to Damascus’ experience. The elaborate disci-
plinary edifices of the various social sciences that had framed
Oceania and its islands and peoples as small, resource poor, dis-
connected, and permanently dependent on formal colonial powers
and international organisations, came tumbling down. Hau‘ofa
replaced them with an alternative vision of Oceania in a future—
past of connectivity, stewardship of sea spaces, and resurgent pride
in cultural identity. Hau‘ofa’s view of a new, if inherent and
already present, Oceanian identity that could both organise and
orient the region’s peoples had two foundations — within specific

"Prinsen and Blaise (2017) provide a robust review of contemporary critiques of the concept of Westphalian sovereignty and critical analysis of alternative

sovereignties relative to island states.
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island communities and within the region itself as materially
mediated by the Ocean (Hau‘ofa 1994: 148-151). Hau‘ofa’s
fundamental vision was of a region whose policies, management,
or governance would no longer be organised by outsider repre-
sentations of, and claims to, superior agency over Oceania and its
social or environmental futurity. This vision inspired and con-
tributed to a rising tide of Indigenous peoples and local community
centered agency that is now a fundamental component of Pacific
Island identity and ecological actions.

Hau‘ofa’s ‘Our Sea of Islands’ became the most impactful
work across Pacific Studies, with impacts across the disciplines.
Notably, essential implications for local-to-regional scale gov-
ernance and the everyday sovereignty and rights of Indigenous
peoples and local communities within the region‘s postcolonial
or non-self-governing states are woven into the warp and woof
of his vision.

‘Our diverse loyalties are much too strong to be erased by a
regional identity and our diversity is necessary for the struggle
against the homogenising forces of the global juggernaut. It
is even more necessary for those of us who must focus on
strengthening our ancestral cultures against seemingly over-
whelming forces, to regain their lost sovereignty. This regional
identity is supplementary to other identities that we already
have, or will develop in the future, something that should serve
to enrich our other selves’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 33-34).

The double vision Hau‘ofa offers — embracing diversity and the
uniqueness of each cultural community as well as a collective
Oceanian identity — links the autonomy, independence and self-
determination concerns of Pacific Islanders as individual and
atomised citizens of newly or aspirationally decolonised Pacific
states, to citizenship in a secondary polis operating at both larger
and smaller scales. This secondary affiliation, which we suggest
be called an Oceanian Sovereignty, does not exclude the sov-
ereignty of Fiji, Tonga, Vanuatu or other regional states but,
rather, complements that narrower sovereignty with a broader,
region-based sovereignty that was, perhaps, never lost because it
was inherently inalienable.

Hinged to his transformative conception of an Oceanian iden-
tity, this alternative and supplemental Oceanian Sovereignty has
practical governance implications bearing on the management of
the regions’ environments and ecologies. Its dynamic linkages to
the wellbeing of Oceania’s peoples for whom the loss of sover-
eignty to European, American, and later Japanese, Chilean, and
Australian external powers, remains a total social fact even today.
The legacies of the colonial era touch virtually every domain of
social, cultural, political, economic, and environmental wellbeing,
including for both those self-governing Pacific Islands states that
legally decolonised between the end of World War Il and the 1980s
and for those many Pacific Islands territories that are still today
non-self-governing.

In this broad historical context, Hau‘ofa’s argument centres a
regional identity rooted in diversity and connectivity as the
political foundation of collective rights to imagine and enact
governance over common resources without erasing profound
differences between island states, their societies and cultures.

‘The time has come for us to wake up to our modern history
as a region. We are not facing the issues of the Pacific
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Century of Pacific Islands Region of bogus independence.
We must develop a stronger and more independent regional-
ism than exists today. A new sense of the region that is
our own creation, based on our perceptions of our realities,
is necessary for our survival in the dawning era’ (Hau‘ofa
2000: 35).

Similarly, Hau‘ofa focuses on individuals and their affinities
rather than on the legally constituted state as the source of sov-
ereign rights. He suggests that the state as traditionally defined in
Westphalian terms (Stirk 2012) is not sufficiently positioned
to cope with contemporary issues that exceed national borders,
exclusive economic zones, and governance frontiers (Le Meur
et al. 2018). The underlying geographical and institutional limi-
tation of the concept of state-based sovereignty in Oceania is
especially notable when it relates to the ocean.

‘It is one of the great ironies of the Law of the Sea Convention,
which enlarged our national boundaries, that it also extended the
territorial instinct to where there was none before. Territoriality
is probably the strongest spur for some of the most brutal acts
of aggression and because of the resource potentials of the open
sea and the ocean-bed, the water that has united subregions
of Oceania in the past may become a major divisive factor in
the future relationships between our countries. It is therefore
essential that we ground any new regional identity in a belief
in the common heritage of the sea’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 39).

Hau‘ofa’s writing reflects a vision of a sovereignty grounded in
a collective Oceanian identity for all Pacific Islands peoples and
in a common heritage of the sea has subsequently come to be
understood as the regional foundation for a critical view of
westernisation and the belittling oppressiveness of major eco-
nomic theories about small island economies and developing
states. Oceania, he notes, ‘is a world that we have created largely
through our own efforts, and have kept vibrant, and independent
of'the Pacific island world of official diplomacy and neocolonial
dependency’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 32).

The equivalence Hau‘ofa poses between Oceanic and
Oceanian identity is another key aspect of how he articulates an
orientation to practical governance rights. As Bevacqua (2010: 83)
suggests, Hau‘ofa invites us to rethink the ocean as a metaphor for
an alternative sovereignty that could underpin governance, natural
resource management, conservation, and sustainable development
in Oceania. Hau‘ofa concluded that as Oceanian peoples, ‘The
ocean is in us’. This shared substance mediates or is foundational
to the ‘we’ to whom Oceanian Sovereignty belongs.

‘A Pacific islands regional identity means a Pacific Islander
identity. But what or who is a Pacific Islander? The issue
should not arise if we consider Oceania as comprising human
beings with a common heritage and commitment, rather than
as members of diverse nationalities and races. Oceania refers
to a world of people connected to each other ... For my part,
anyone who has lived in our region and is committed to
Oceania, is an Oceanian. This view opens up the possibility
of expanding Oceania progressively to cover larger areas and
more peoples than is possible under the term Pacific Islands
Region ... We have to search for appropriate names for
common identities that are more accommodating, inclusive
and flexible than what we have today’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 36).
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Running counter to the powerful current of ethnonationalism
exerting pervasive force across the globe, Hau‘ofa’s ‘we’ is not
based on an obvious principle of common and primordial ethnic,
cultural, or linguistic origin. On the contrary, Hau‘ofa locates the
immense diversity, plurality, and distinctiveness of Oceania’s
cultures and languages as part of the strength of this community.
He proposes an ‘us’ based on a historical and cultural heritage that
exceeds local histories and sociocultural specificities and which
persists in an environmental commons between radically distinct
political communities. ‘All of us in Oceania today, whether
Indigenous or otherwise, can truly assert that the sea is our single
common heritage’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 39), he notes. And, ‘It is of
utmost significance for the strengthening of a regional identity to
know that our region has achieved its greatest unity on threats to
our common environment: the ocean’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 35). More-
over, this identity rooted in and through a relationship to the Ocean
itself, as a form of kinship, in part speaks to the intimately felt
connectivity and responsibility towards the region’s environmental
futures (including both non-human and human dimensions) for the
many Pacific peoples who live away from coasts. For the millions
of Pacific Islanders who live in the highlands of the large islands of
Melanesia, or in continental diasporic contexts of North America,
Australia or Europe, this exceeds the profoundly meaningful but
only partial formulation of ‘cultural heritage’ in the materiality of
past—present—future interconnectedness.

Unlike a sovereignty delimited by state borders established
through western legal regimes or the genealogical descent of
particular Indigenous peoples and their communities, Hau‘ofa’s
new paradigm of a supplemental and alternative sovereignty is
fundamentally relational and Oceanian. ‘Oceania refers to a world
of people connected to each other’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 36) with
profound practical implications for rights of access, management
of natural resources, governance norms around the management
of rights and both extractive and non-extractive uses whether for
cultural practice, pleasure, or commercial endeavour.

‘Realisation of the fact that the ocean is uncontainable and
pays no respect to territoriality should spur us to advance the
notion based on physical reality and practices that date back
to the initial settlements of Oceania — that the sea must
remain open to all of us’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 40).

Finally, Hau‘ofa combines this change in posture from a focus
on the state to that of individuals in enduring and reciprocal
relationships to one another and their communities, with a new
mechanism for regulating this sovereignty on another scale:
‘Our most important role should be that of custodians of the
ocean, and as such we must reach out to similar people else-
where for the common task of protecting the seas for the general
welfare of all living things’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 40).

On one hand, this posture embraces the current pattern of
the Pacific diaspora within and beyond Oceania’s islands where
genealogical lines flow and connect across, or fly above, sea-lanes
and star paths, ancient and contemporary (Bennett 2015). On the
other, it reinforces the coparticipation in this ‘common task’
between regional custodians and differently positioned partners.
Thus, the conception of sovereignty developed in Hau‘ofa focuses
on the individual and his or her relationships; it is non-exclusive
and integrates all those who recognise themselves within a
common heritage and common responsibility with and to the
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ocean as having both rights and obligations towards decision-
making around conserving and sustaining environmental and
ecological presents into the future. This suggests an alternative
mode of governance in which humans act in terms of guaranteeing
a balance between living and non-living entities fundamentally
coupled in their common heritage and common wellbeing.

Implications of Oceanian Sovereignty towards
conservation futures

The increasing threats of climate change, environmental degrada-
tion, and biodiversity loss confronting Oceania are challenging the
regions’ peoples to respond with dynamic tidal thinking as never
before — by tidal thinking we mean the articulation, negotiation, and
enactment of ways of perceiving, conceiving, experiencing, and
responding to the challenges confronting the wellbeing of the
region’s future across human and environmental and ecological
domains. We describe these responses as dynamic tidal thinking
because of the need to find ways to centre and focalise specific
Indigenous ways of being and conceiving (Tengan and Roy 2014;
Wilson-Hokowhitu 2019) within the intersectional spaces of con-
servation science, policy, and practice. Both environmental threat
and necessary response are all pervasive and ever present on all
shores, like ocean tides, yet touch communities in distinct ways that
require dynamic and fluid responses. While the articulation of the
problems presented by the changing circumstances of sea level
rise, ocean plasticisation and acidification, coastal erosion, and
ecological fragmentation and degradation are advancing, there has
been less progress in articulating a reconceptualisation of conser-
vation and sustainable governance of natural resources to meet
these changes. However, a tidal current of thought is evident in
words of regional leaders such as Cook Islands Prime Minister
Henry Puna in his 2013 call for conferring legal protections and
rights upon the great ocean, or Palauan President Tommy
Remengesau’s call for collective consciousness and action in 2014
when receiving the Champion of the Earth award from the United
Nations Environmental Program. It is also evident in the strident
communications of activist groups working towards environmental
protections across the region such as 350 Pacific’s Pacific Climate
Warriors initiative, or Kua‘aina Ulu ‘Auamo, a grassroots network
supporting communities around Hawai‘i to increase their effec-
tiveness in managing local biocultural heritage, and everyday
community members all over Oceania.

Hau‘ofa’s vision — particularly what we identify as his concep-
tion of an Oceanian Sovereignty — is so far the best characterisation
and explanation of this alternate foundation for and orientation to
shifts evident in tidal thinking around marine and terrestrial
governance, natural resource management, and conservation
towards sustainable island futures in Oceania. Rooted in reciprocal
relations, diversity, and fluid geographic connectivity, and focused
on individuals and everyday practices, the dynamic of Oceanian
Sovereignty suggests a number of fundamental implications for
governance bearing on conservation practice.

1. Hau‘ofa’s formulation suggests that the Ocean possesses
ontologically founded rights distinct from those granted by state
or suprastate political institutions that impose responsibilities
or even duties on individuals, communities, and states alike.

Hau‘ofa’s Oceanian Sovereignty is not formulated in terms
ofindividual or collective rights on the basis of being human —as



Oceanian Sovereignty: rethinking conservation

in a biblical lens asserting human dominion over nature — or on
the basis of incorporation within a particular political state that
bestows rights through governance institutions within particular
legal frameworks. Rather, it is formulated in terms of responsi-
bilities to the ocean, hence nature more broadly, as an ontologi-
cal other which projects its own rights (see Bignall et al. 2016
for a comparable discussion of relational responsibility in the
context of Indigenous Australia). Throughout Oceania, rights
and responsibilities are obtained through the reciprocal relation-
ships maintained between human entities, non-human living
entities, and environmental or ecological place (Gaspar and
Bambridge 2008). In turn, the processual identity created by
the relationship between the ocean, human individuals and
collectives, and ‘all living things’ within Oceania’s environ-
ments undergirds the rights and responsibilities associated with
Oceanian Sovereignty — for instance, the fundamental coupling
of rights of access and duties to stewardship of resources.
While state-based sovereignty is typically defined through
rights to self-determination, an Oceanian Sovereignty is centred
in responsibility established with respect to the ocean and its
plurality of inclusive entities. For Hau‘ofa, to be Oceanian is to
be accountable for acts and practices that could cause harm to an
other that has an inherent, ontologically founded, right not to be
harmed. The recently enacted Palau Pledge is an exceptional
example of this at the state level (www.palaupledge.com), as are
the grounded articulations of the Ku Kia‘i Mauna community
activists as stewards responsible for the spiritual and material
wellbeing of Mauna Kea (Goodyear-Ka‘opua 2017).

One final implication of this point: the ocean is not only a
subject of law but is a producer of law and a partner in the
constitution of this emergent-if-pre-existing regional sover-
eignty. Enactments of legal personhood over Ocean spaces or
many conservation domains or natural resources comparable to
the establishment of legal personhood for Awa Tupuna in
Aotearoa (Ruru 2018) have not yet been legislated by regional
states or international fora (Barcan 2019). However, within
Hau‘ofa’s vision, the Ocean has already always been a partner
or coactor to its own and its peoples’ futurity and wellbeing. The
implications for conservationists are that effective enactment
and enforcement requires local participation and consideration
of multiple and overlapping conservation and ethical regimes
hinged to local salient ontologies of nature.

2. The social identity or ‘we’ associated with Oceanian
Sovereignty is not exclusive, nor closed, but appears as a
processual identity that is created in and through reciprocal
relationships to the Ocean as partners or coactors in political
processes, as opposed to subjects of or subjects to political
processes of particular states.

In Hau‘ofa’s vision of an equivalence in which an Oceanian
identity in an oceanic identity, he indexes a number of environ-
mental themes, related to fisheries or pollution, that call for the
responsibility of Pacific Islanders. Moreover, he notes, contem-
porary environmental and ecological crises, largely resulting
from the activities of former or continuing colonial states and
their post-Industrial revolution projects, are fundamentally
connected to prior environmental and ecological crises created
and enacted by, generally speaking, those very same states.
For instance, Hau‘ofa argues that: ‘The movement toward a
Nuclear Free and Independent Pacific, the protests against the
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wall-of-death drift netting, against plans to dispose of nuclear
waste in the ocean, the incineration of chemical weapons on
Johnston Island, and the 1995 resumption of nuclear tests on
Mururoa, and most ominously, the spectre of our atoll islands
and low-lying coastal regions disappearing under the rising sea-
level, are instances of a regional united front against threats to
our environment. ... The problems, especially of toxic waste
disposal and destructive exploitation of ocean resources, still
remain to haunt us. Nuclear powered ships and vessels carrying
radioactive materials still ply the ocean; international business
concerns are still looking for islands for the disposal of toxic
industrial wastes; activities that contribute to the depletion of
the ozone still continue; drift netting has abated but not stopped,
and the reefs of the Mururoa atoll may still crack and release
radioactive materials.” (Hau‘ofa 2000: 35)

A vision of Oceanian Sovereignty implies the presence of the
past and a history of prior linked historical environmental and
social traumas and the responsibility to respond to them. As also
founded on duties and obligations, this is something conservation
scientists can become part of, for instance by recognising genera-
tions of guardianship as ongoing and active, and the need to be, in
turn, recognised by local communities. For conservation practice,
this emphasis on duties rather that rights, is congruent with recent
decades’ changing paradigm. For instance, where the Convention
for Biological Diversity identifies local communities’ sovereign
rights to agency over local natures including genetic resources in
their environments, one might perceive a recognition of the duty
those communities may experience to make decisions about those
resources, species, and ecologies based on culturally grounded
understandings of the rights of the Ocean, and its species and
ecologies, within a fundamentally non-binary relationship to
human domains. Through the lens of Oceanian Sovereignty, it
is not the state that ratifies Indigenous peoples and local commu-
nities’ rights to exert agency over the region’s ecological futures
but their ongoing relational responsibility to the Ocean and its
regional natures when perceived, conceived, and engaged as
partners in futurity.

Hau‘ofa’s epistemological revolution develops sovereignty
from relationality rather than political and legal constitutional
developments. Oceanian Sovereignty thus inscribes sovereignty
in the everyday enactments of rights of engagement, reciprocal
and relational, between individuals, communities, and island
environments and ecologies as opposed to the enactments of
states and their necessarily ‘elitist and westernised’ institutions
of governance. This epistemological revolution in sovereignty
questions has another methodological implication. Instead of
assuming what sovereignty is in Westphalian terms and asking
individuals or communities to weigh in on and respond to how
well the state is or is not addressing their needs, it implies that
rights to exert agency over local natures rise from the ground up.
Specifically, it asserts that rights emerge from Indigenous and
local communities and will frequently exceed national borders
to connect partners in a sea of islands (Hau‘ofa 1994:160).

Oceanian Sovereignty suggests that governance or manage-
ment action be perceived, conceived and engaged as a common
enactment between partners, including the region’s diverse com-
munities at regional scale, that may overlap with, but not be
defined by, the state or international governance framework
whose agents and agencies are already well known. Hau‘ofa
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writes that ‘Acting in unison for larger purposes and for the
benefit of the wider community could help us to become more
open-minded, idealistic, altruistic and generous, less self-
absorbed and corrupt, in the conduct of our public affairs than
we are today’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 33). For conservation scientists,
policy makers, or practitioners to take such a stance would, in this
view, constitute a corrective mechanism.

One of the most delicate issues confronting any governance
or management context is the establishment of who can deter-
mine environmental and ecological futures and make decisions
(Mawyer and Jacka 2018). Oceanian Sovereignty implies that
all who foster, maintain, and express this reciprocal-relationship
are, or could be, part of this Oceanian ‘we’ sharing the reciprocal
burden of collective responsibilities that emerge from the
place-basedness of the region’s Indigenous peoples and local
communities. Finally, historically, Oceania is considered as
the common heritage of its inhabitants (D’Arcy 2006). Thus
conceived, Oceania is not a territorialised space, a fortiori
defined by the national boundaries of colonial and postcolonial
states including high-seas and exclusive economic zones, but
as a place of Indigenous agency that implies common responsi-
bilities refracted through the lens of culturally grounded ethics.
Conservation actions would thus benefit not only from taking
into account but, perhaps, beginning with the ethics of relation-
ship and obligation as understood, experienced and practiced by
Indigenous peoples and their communities.

3. In term of governance, Oceanian Sovereignty implies a
‘hybrid commons’ with the Ocean as a political partner. All
human individuals, their collectivities, and their states and
agencies, are equally bound by the obligations of stewardship,
custodianship, respect and responsibility towards Ocean as self
and as partner.

One problem confronting ocean governance and policy making,
including between states and suprastate institutions, is that the
ocean can be considered as a tangible resource that risks being
overexploited, or with respect to which users do not pay sufficient
attention to their sustainable use (Bambridge ef al. 2019). One
might reflect, here, on the tragedy of the commons (Hardin 1968) in
which people, or institutions, can be predicted to behave opportu-
nistically, such as stowaways or freeriders, and consider as free-for-
the-taking the resources they access without the possibility of
exclusion. For example, because the fish does not belong to anyone,
a fisherman will tend to catch all the fish he can, helping to reduce
the resource without worrying about its preservation or the sustain-
ability of its exploitation. Individuals pursuing their private goals
produce disastrous consequences for themselves and for others.
Criticising Hardin, Ostrom (1990) demonstrates that within com-
munities, non-market, non-public policy rules and institutions can
emerge to ensure sustainable and shared management of resources,
as well as efficient management from an economic point of view.
However, from the perspective of a region saturated in Oceanian
sovereignties, it should be clear that a plurality of collectivities
bearing different cultural-commitments, practices, juridical or
political frameworks, are exerting normative governance and
visions of sustainability and futurity over marine spaces and their
resources. Beyond its political and legal aspects, we hypothesise
that the governance framework adapted to this new form of
sovereignty is a ‘hybrid common’, a concept that we develop
following Ostrom (1990) and Dietz et al (2003). Oceanian
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Sovereignty implies thinking carefully about the -culturally
grounded, place-specific and region-specific ways in the which
norms and regularities supporting sustainability, and the rights and
responsibilities regimes that support them, are operating in Oceania.

Sensitivity to the presence of an Oceanian Sovereignty within
the region’s communities should remind conservation practi-
tioners that, across Oceania, Indigenous and local cultural norms,
protocols, and rights regimes hinged to sustainability have long
been in place and remain operative alongside, if often over-
shadowed by, the legal regimes established in the wake of settler
colonial projects in the region. As the title of Elinor Ostrom’s
Nobel Lecture ‘Beyond Markets and States: Polycentric Gover-
nance of Complex Economic Systems’ recalls, the reality of
multiple and complementary (and not strictly alternative) levels
must be taken into account. Thus, the governance or conservation
of Oceania’s resources that emerges from state or suprastate
actors should actively seek to engage with and benefit from other
modes of governance and the legal pluralisms (Bambridge 2016)
that emerge and exert normative force from Indigenous peoples
and local communities’ Oceanian Sovereignties.

4. User boundaries for engagement with Ocean must be
crisply defined and locally understood by legitimate users
and non-users. With regard to the ocean, clear boundaries
specifically separate common pool resources from a wider
socio-ecological system.

Recognising the presence of Oceanian identity and Oceanian
Sovereignty which it grounds, makes it possible to distinguish a
community whose ocean constitutes at the same time a cultural,
historical, and economic heritage in contrast to other regional or
international actors, state and non-state, who ‘covet Oceania’
(Bennett ef al. 2015; Al Wardi et al. 2017). A double challenge
therefore arises to recognise Oceanian Sovereignty in Hau‘ofa’s
sense: to integrate state and non-state actors within the same
body and to ensure that mechanisms exist to solve the problems
of asymmetry of power and equity. For conservation scientists,
policy makers, or practitioners, the material point here is that
conservation itself is a kind of resource exploitation — where the
resource in question is the right to choose ecological futures.
Even when defined as for the wellbeing of all, varied priorities
and views of nature mean that conservation actions impose the
same sorts of boundary negotiations as other kinds of resource
engagements, whether extractive or sustainable, and are thus
incipient with a range of possible contestations and conflicts.

The geographical imagination of the region, including Ocea-
nia’s Asian and American boundaries is also in critical need of
attention. We note that in many conservation and sustainable
futures discourses around the Pacific Islands and Oceania, Asian
and pre-Columbian traditions, which have an ancestral and coastal
culture, are excluded from many regional scale deliberations about
environmental or ecological futures in ‘Oceania’. However, the
construction of a commons on an oceanic scale requires taking into
account the various regimes of the law of the sea set up by the
Montego Bay Convention in 1982 and the integration of all actors
in an expanded region. The highly unsatisfactory results in seeking
sustainable fish catches based on voluntary compliance regimes in
the high seas suggest such an expanded regime based on Oceanian
principles of relationality merits support from within scientific
conservation advocates and practitioners. The Oceanian principle
that we argue both produces effective local management and best
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finds common cause with global allies is the idea of rights of access
and oversight based on the ongoing enactment of responsibilities
rather than intrinsic rights as the most likely path to a minimisation
of harm and maximisation of benefits to both human communities
and their entangled local natures.

5. Oceanians are the appropriate users of Ocean and should
control the levels of exploitation and extraction of regional
resources and the legal provisions thereunto. Similarly, the
monitoring or control of resources should also be exercised by
Oceanian communities as the centred responsible parties.

The logic of collective action postulated by Hau‘ofa involves a
variety of actors. The appearance of mainstream sites such as
‘Global Fish Watch’, supported by international non-government
organisations, now simultaneously inform all sorts of actors of the
fishing activity in the region. Similarly, the monitoring of resource
exploitation activities across the Pacific cannot be done without
the cooperation of the so-called great powers already present in the
region (notably the USA, New Zealand, Australia and France).
The challenge is to allow a transparent flow of governance authority
including the information necessary for policy determinations to
Indigenous and regional stakeholders who share in Oceanian
Sovereignty. While this will seem supplemental from the point of
view of the western state, this Oceanian recentring should result in
more democratic and efficacious decision making towards collec-
tive wellbeing. Hau‘ofa emphasises this perspective when he notes
that “We have floundered, also, because we have considered
regionalism mainly from the point of view of individual national
interests rather than those of a wider collectivity; and we have failed
to build any clear and enduring regional identity because we have
continued to construct edifices with disconnected traits from
traditional cultures and passing events, without basing them on
concrete foundations’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 43). Hence, people affected
by a resource plan must be supported to participate in its develop-
ment and subsequent amendments. This point is clearly posited by
Hau‘ofa through his vision of a collective identity mediated through
and by the ocean. Most states in Oceania now include a wide variety
of stakeholders in the management committees that manage the
marine areas in their large exclusive economic zones. This mecha-
nism could be extended to all areas of the high seas in the Pacific,
with necessary adjustments.

Conclusion: oceanic futures and Indigenous futurity

Successfully transforming conservation practice to adequately
address the presence and potential of Oceanian Sovereignty in the
region will require attention not only to knowledges about nature,
but also to nuanced and complex Indigenous political histories
and contemporary dynamics. A sea change in understanding will
require conservation scientists, policy makers, and practitioners
to extend their political sensitivities beyond the geopolitics of
Westphalian sovereignty represented by the UN, wvarious
suprastate fora, and the enactments of particular nation-states
within their exclusive economic zones and national borders.
Accounting for the presence of an Oceanian Sovereignty rising
from the wellspring of local communities and being articulated by
Pacific Islander heads of state from the top-down and by com-
munity actors from the ground-up is a missing dynamic in many
conventional conservation approaches, both conceptually and
practically. Meanwhile, the tidal thinking in which Oceanian
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Sovereignty is expressed vis a vis Oceania’s environments and
ecologies is actively framing and constituting tomorrow’s con-
servation contexts and dynamics for the region’s peoples.

The rising tide of Oceanian Sovereignty needs to be under-
stood by all who seek better conservation outcomes. It is a better
representation of the underlying realities of multiple levels of
conservation action, including the plurality of overlapping
enforcement regimes, than purely state-centred analysis. Con-
servation biologists share many of the same objectives of
Oceania’s Indigenous peoples and their communities, and the
latter’s underlying beliefs and emphasis on respect for nature
and access based on Oceanian principles of relationality — the
enactment of responsibilities rather than intrinsic rights — also
share much in common. Hau‘ofa’s vision of a broad and
inclusive community of common interest and shared action
rather than exclusive membership offers a path forward to the
broad-based coalitions of community support needed to convert
scientific advocacy into political action and local agency.

In closing, we want to draw attention to two final observations
from Hau‘ofa: one spatial and one temporal. Hau‘ofa advocated
for the efficacy of moving towards regional, collective action
when he noted that ‘ Acting together as a region, for the interests of
the region as a whole, and above those of our individual countries,
we would enhance our chances of survival in the century that is
already dawning upon us’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 33). He went on to
observe that “We must develop a stronger and more independent
regionalism than exists today. A new sense of the region that is our
own creation, based on our perceptions of our realities, is neces-
sary for our survival in the dawning era’ (Hau‘ofa 2000: 35). A key
feature of an Oceanian Sovereignty is the way that it draws on an
Indigenous futurity — a regional future that has not foreclosed the
agency and continuity of the regions’ Indigenous peoples despite
the erosions of settler colonial histories, globalisation, or neolib-
eral capital. Critically, at the same time, this vision brings the
stakes of addressing environmental and ecological governance
and natural resource management in the present into view in a
manner that encompasses the past and the future for all who
acknowledge responsibilities to the ocean regardless of their
heritage. The deep time and place of Oceania’s peoples and
their culturally rich ecological knowledge and practice includes
both a relationship to the past and a profound relationship to the
future as articulated by Hau‘ofa, prefiguring a key insight
that policy, governance, resource management and conservation
are about everyday ethics of practice towards a deep future.
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