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MA, Blackwell. ISBN: 0-6312-3083-1 (paperback). Index+396 pp. 

Not since Douglas Oliver’s Oceania (1989) have we witnessed any serious attempt to 

present the traditional cultures of Australia and the Pacific Islands in a single volume. 

Unlike its predecessor, however, this collection of essays focuses on archaeology (and 

ethnographic and historical approaches in support of archaeological interpretations), 

alongside issues of cultural resource management and the politics of doing archaeology in 

this vast region. There has been an explosion of research during the last decade into 

virtually every aspect of past culture and society. For the Pacific Islands, in particular, 

archaeology has finally come of age. Although there are still important chronological gaps 

for certain island groups, prehistorians are now addressing questions that go beyond 

defining spatial and temporal boundaries of cultural markers, such as Lapita, and 

determining the extent of human-induced environmental change. Research into these topics 

continues, but is supplemented by a diversity of approaches comparable to the social and 

post-processual archaeology carried out in other parts of the world. 

Archaeology of Oceania is meant to showcase some of the cutting-edge work taking place 

in the region. The task is an ambitious one, given the geographical spread and the 

multiplicity of contemporary approaches. The editor and contributors have succeeded quite 

well in this. The book makes very good use of cross-referencing between chapters, thus 

emphasizing both the unity and diversity of the topics. Readers will not be disappointed by 

the choice of themes, which range from the latest discoveries in Near Oceania to cognitive 

approaches to Australian Aboriginal rock art. Culture historians and those with an interest 

in human-environment relations will find Jean-Christophe Galipaud’s thoughts on Lapita 

in Remote Oceania, Sue O’Connor and Peter Veth’s essay on Pleistocene settlement 

subsistence and demography in northern Australia, and Tim Denham’s appraisal of early 

agriculture in New Guinea, stimulating. Three chapters on politics reflect the new reality of 

conducting archaeology in the post-colonial Pacific and in places where indigenous groups 

continue to struggle for self-determination. 

In contrast to Polynesia, Melanesia has lagged behind in terms of research aimed at 

understanding economic and demographic transformation, social change, and political 

centralization. As Richard Walter and Peter Sheppard argue, the much broader approach to 

the archaeological record in the former area undoubtedly relates to the reduced dominance 

of pottery compared to the latter. Their work in the Western Province of the Solomon 

Islands attempts to transcend the comparative and typological analysis of pottery designs, 

which has dominated much of Melanesian archaeology, by advocating a wider use of 

archaeology “to provide a time perspective to the rich ethnographic record”. 

The richness of ethnographic data from the region has enabled many researchers to 

conduct the kind of “social archaeology”, which is the envy of colleagues working in other 

areas. But as Paul Rainbird, following Glenn Petersen in Recent Advances in Micronesian 

Archaeology (1990), cautioned in his essay on the archaeology of the conical clan in 

Micronesia, historic sources have sometimes been abused and misinterpreted, while the 
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archaeological record should play a greater role in elucidating the complexities of social 



organization through time. 

The assertion of indigenous epistemologies, distinct from Western ways of knowing, 

extends to interpretations of the past, as Christophe Sand, Jacques Bole, and André 

Ouetcho illustrate in their case study of history and politics in New Caledonia. They call 

for archaeologists and indigenous groups to work towards identifying historic links 

between past cultures and modern societies. The authors anticipate that stronger bridges 

will be built with the emergence of new generations of indigenous archaeologists. 

However, as Mickaelle-Hinanui Cauchois states, being a native archaeologist poses its own 

challenges in light of the often conflicting loyalties between the institution one represents 

and the communities under study, whose interests are expected to be looked after by one of 

their own. 

Anita Smith’s description of heritage management at Levuka, Fiji’s first capital, follows in 

the steps of other archaeologists and historic preservation offices, particularly in the former 

American Trust Territories in Micronesia, to bring the meaning of the colonial past to 

present-day indigenous people and political leaders. The road traveled to secure scarce 

funding is often a bumpy one in view of diverging interests and priorities, particularly 

regarding the less tangible aspects of heritage, such as traditional knowledge and skills, 

storytelling, dance, and song. Again, archaeologists, historians, and indigenous scholars 

can seek ways to collaborate by recognizing historic links between past and present. Like 

the 19th century deBrum plantation complex on Likiep Atoll in the Marshall Islands, 

Levuka represents the shared heritage of Pacific Islanders and Europeans and not just the 

heritage of “outsiders”. This focus should assist in preserving aspects of the past that may 

not seem worth preserving on first impression. 

There are a few minor points of criticism. In his introduction, Lilley refers to the lack of 

evidence for the “Medieval Warm Period” and the “Little Ice Age” in the southern 

hemisphere. He is apparently unfamiliar with the data presented by the geographer Patrick 

Nunn in his Environmental Change in the Pacific Basin (1999) and “Environmental 

Catastrophe in the Pacific Islands around A.D. 1300” (2000). The dichotomy between 

Melanesia and Polynesia expressed by Kirch and Green’s phylogenetic model, and 

endorsed by Walter and Sheppard, can be challenged on the grounds that inter-island 

voyaging and external influences in the latter area were of a greater scale than originally 

thought, as argued recently by D’Arcy in The People of the Sea (2006). In citing Petersen’s 

work, Rainbird perpetuates the American view that Micronesia includes only the former 

U.S. Trust Territories. Kiribati and Nauru are often left out by American anthropologists 

studying the region. While Micronesia (like Melanesia and Polynesia) is a Western 

construct, there is certainly greater cultural unity between say, the Marshall Islands and 

Kiribati, than between the former and western Micronesia (Palau and the Marianas). Landowning 

descent units in Kiribati were ambilineal. Nauru society was divided into 

exogenous matrilineal clans and lineages, to add to Petersen’s list of Micronesian 

organizational principles. Matthew Leavesley’s essay on Late Pleistocene economic, 

technological, and social complexities of life in the Bismarcks and Solomons contains a 

mistake when he refers to the Matenbek site on New Ireland as yielding considerably less 
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obsidian than the neighboring Matenkupkum site (p. 200). Based on his earlier description, 

the reverse should be true. 



The only major criticism is the absence of a paper about some of the alleged links between 

Torres Strait, Australia, and the Pacific Islands. Some references to previous work are cited 

by Lilley, and some parallels drawn between Australia and Near Oceania in stone tool 

design and production as a response to changes in diet breadth, group composition and 

residential mobility, foraging territory, and inter- and intra-group social and political 

dynamics (chapters by Peter Hiscock and Christina Pavlides), but for a book that aims to 

justify including Australia and the Pacific Islands together, this omission is most 

regrettable. 

Students and researchers of Oceanic archaeology and culture history should have this book 

on their shelves. However, those less familiar with the region might want to first consult 

more general and introductory texts, such as White and O’Connell’s A Prehistory of 

Australia, New Guinea, and Sahul (1982) and Kirch’s On the Road of the Winds (2000). 
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