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Don’t Spoil My Beautiful Face: Media, 
Mayhem and Human Rights in the 
Pacific, by David Robie. Auckland: 
Little Island Press. isbn 978-1-8774-
8425-4; 363 pages, maps, notes, bibli-
ography, index. Paper, nz$40.00.

Above all, David Robie’s Don’t Spoil 
My Beautiful Face: Media, Mayhem 
and Human Rights in the Pacific is 
a damning indictment of the parlous 
state of affairs in parts of this region. 
The book is also a telling account of 
the continuous failure of leadership 
on a fairly grand scale, with ordinary 
people bearing the brunt of it.

Robie, a professor of journalism at 
the Auckland University of Technol-
ogy and director of the Pacific Media 
Centre, deals with the vital issues of 
environmental degradation, media 
censorship, social chaos and human 
suffering (largely caused by bad gov-
ernance), various types of violent and 
nonviolent conflicts, and colonialism 
and neocolonialism. Allegedly apa-
thetic international and local media 
also attract some flak. Robie, who has 
a long record of service in the Pacific 
Islands, laments that a region with so 
much promise due to its relative tran-
quility, natural beauty, and richness of 
culture has been in such a prolonged 
state of decline, despite the postinde-
pendence optimisms.

That tranquility has been shattered 
by coups, civil uprisings, and corrup-
tion; the region’s pristine environ-
ments damaged by nuclear testing, 
wanton resource exploitation, and the 
specter of climate change; and indig-
enous cultures threatened by the twin 
forces of neocolonialism and neolib-
eral economics. These adversities are 
superimposed on growing incidences 

introductory essay to each section 
would also have aided in drawing 
connections between the essays by 
identifying  common issues or differ-
ing approaches to a subject. Allen lists 
the various subjects addressed by the 
contributors in her introduction but 
could have pushed these brief descrip-
tions and broad themes (“identity,” 
“authenticity,” “recycling”) into 
analytical frames that explore com-
mon and contested ground with more 
specificity and depth. She makes a 
determined effort to conceptually 
stitch together the chapters, but fre-
quent references to “recycled tradi-
tions” and the relationships between 
past and present artistic practices 
are sometimes forced and tenuous. 
This is not to overly fault the editor, 
as there are significant challenges in 
transforming conference proceedings 
consisting of wide-ranging scholar-
ship into an organized edited volume. 
Overall, each author makes a welcome 
contribution to the vast terrain and 
historically broad field of Oceanic art 
scholarship. 

The volume is appreciated, as 
scholarly books on Pacific arts are not 
commonly published. Accessibility to 
researchers, students, and the general 
public is key to the field. Unfortu-
nately, the high cost of this modest, 
though amply illustrated, book is 
rather prohibitive for those with lim-
ited budgets.

stacy l kamehiro 
University of California,  
Santa Cruz
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of human rights abuses and draconian 
media legislation in some countries. 
The looming threats of global warm-
ing and sea-level rise only complicate 
matters.

Robie has been reporting these 
trends in the Asia-Pacific region since 
the 1980s, both as a journalist and 
as a media educator, covering self-
determination for indigenous minori-
ties in New Caledonia, the struggles 
in Timor-Leste and West Papua, the 
Bougainville rebellion, nuclear testing 
in French Polynesia and the Marshall 
Islands, and the ethnically motivated 
coups in Fiji.

Some of these conflicts are docu-
mented in his earlier books: Blood on 
the Banner (1980) highlighted indige-
nous Pacific Islanders’ struggle against 
the remnants of colonialism, while Tu 
Galala: Social Change in the Pacific 
(1992) depicted a continuing battle 
against environmental catastrophe, 
communal unrest, growing militariza-
tion, ongoing poverty, colonialism, 
and neocolonialism.

In Don’t Spoil My Beautiful Face, 
Robie reproduces some of his pre-
vious writings as a yardstick and a 
backdrop for deeper insights into 
the Pacific’s seemingly intractable 
problems. Reflecting on his two-and-
a-half decades of Asia-Pacific cover-
age, Robie intones, “Sadly, not a lot 
has changed” (6). He adds, “Political 
independence has not necessarily rid 
the Pacific of the problems that it 
faces, and in many cases, Pacific politi-
cal leaders are themselves part of the 
problem” (27). One of the more star-
tling statistics, at least for the uniniti-
ated, is the deaths of an estimated 
120,000 Pacific Islanders in various 
disputes over the past quarter-century, 

plus another 200,000 when Timor-
Leste is included (311). If the narrative 
sounds depressing, it is regrettably all 
too predictable: long-term ethnic and 
political tensions coupled with low 
growth rates and underdevelopment 
are usually fodder for violent conflict 
in fragile states (see Securing a Peace-
ful Pacific, by John Henderson and 
Greg Watson [2005]).

Robie is forthright in putting the 
blame for these serious issues squarely 
on various corrupt Pacific Island lead-
ers, whom he views as having been 
part of the problem for far too long. 
But it is not only rogue Pacific Island 
leaders who are causing problems. 
Robie also faults leaders from devel-
oped countries for their inaction in the 
face of what he describes as a litany 
of tortures, murders, exploitation, 
rapes, military raids, and arbitrary 
arrests. Most affected is West Papua, 
where the brutal repression of the 
native Melanesians by the Indonesian 
 security services is well documented.

The book reminds us why the 
Pacific is still struggling despite 
 copious amounts of bilateral aid over 
the decades. It is in the interest of 
nuclear powers France and the United 
States to keep their territories in a 
dependent state in order to further 
their own military, economic, and 
geopolitical ambitions. The question 
is whether the exploitation of Island 
countries by economically and militar-
ily powerful nations has become nor-
malized. Recently, Australia and New 
Zealand remained unmoved in the 
face of Pacific Islander anger over the 
two countries’ apparent intransigence 
regarding a joint proposal by Pacific 
Island nations for a tougher global 
target on greenhouse gas emissions. Is 
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the world resigned to the bullying and 
maltreatment of Pacific Island nations 
by the bigger powers?

Robie does not hide his disappoint-
ment with what he sees as the media’s 
failure to tackle these crucial issues. 
He feels that the international media 
ignore or underreport major issues, 
such as Indonesian repression of 
West Papua and the assassination of 
journalists in the Philippines. In his 
eyes, Australian media failed to suf-
ficiently probe their country’s 2006 
security treaty with Indonesia. Robie 
insists that the treaty led to Australia’s 
overt repression of pro-independence 
Papuan activists. 

To be fair to the media, the Indone-
sian government has banned foreign 
journalists from West Papua for 
years. However, Robie argues that the 
problem goes deeper. He links it to the 
media’s commercially driven priori-
ties, which he feels supersede social, 
humanitarian, and public-interest 
 obligations. Under this journalistic 
framework, West Papua would be 
deemed too costly an assignment for 
sustained coverage, financially and 
politically. 

Don’t Spoil My Beautiful Face 
tries to prod the media’s conscience 
by highlighting the suffering in the 
region. Robie advocates a new, more 
thorough, considered, and inclu-
sive reporting approach, which he 
describes as “critical development 
journalism.” This proposed frame-
work sources grassroots rather than 
just elite views, emphasizes conflict 
resolution, promotes human rights, 
and supports development (325–330). 

Robie’s views are consistent with 
a growing recognition among some 
policy makers that an empowered 

media could play an important role 
in regional development, especially 
in politically fragile Island  societies. 
However, new ideas often face resis-
tance. As a result of challenging 
the orthodoxy, Robie has attracted 
 criticism from some traditionalists, 
who believe that concepts such as 
“peace journalism” contravene media 
objectivity, what with Bainimarama’s 
military-backed government in Fiji 
touting its version of “journalism 
of hope,” fueling suspicions about 
government control of the media 
under the guises of stability and 
 development. 

Robie is adamant that critical 
development journalism is not soft 
journalism, and neither would it 
pander to political slogans such as 
“cultural sensitivity,” which he sees as 
a cover-up for abuse of power. To the 
contrary, Robie envisions an approach 
based on a greater level of intensive 
journalism focused on exposing the 
truth, reporting on alternatives, and 
offering solutions.

Robie’s central thesis is that the 
Pacific is caught in a vicious cycle 
of conflicts and underdevelopment. 
Traditional subsistence lifestyles have 
been under sustained pressure from 
globalization and other forces. The 
media are duty-bound to keep track 
of these trends and draw attention to 
them, but their response has largely 
been inadequate. Robie is calling for a 
new media strategy, based on greater 
journalistic effort, commitment, and 
foresight. Some may question whether 
such a new direction is even possible, 
given media’s entrenched, deadline-
driven, profit-focused economic 
model. These ideological arguments 
aside, the post–Cold War trend of 
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mayhem in the Pacific demands 
investigation into the media-politics-
conflict nexus in the Pacific context. 
Don’t Spoil My Beautiful Face seeks 
to fill this gap.

shailendra singh 
University of the South Pacific

* * *

Idyllic No More: Pacific Island Cli-
mate, Corruption and Development 
Dilemmas, by Giff Johnson. Create-
space Independent Publishing Plat-
form, 2015. isbn 978-1-5122-3558-6; 
154 pages, photographs, suggestions 
for further reading. Paper, us$7.50.

Ieremia Tabai, the first president of 
Kiribati, once quipped, “The Pacific 
is paradise for those who don’t have 
to live here.” In his book Idyllic No 
More: Pacific Island Climate, Corrup-
tion and Development Dilemmas, Giff 
Johnson seems intent on proving Tabai 
right. For those who are familiar with 
Johnson, who has served as the editor 
of the Marshall Islands Journal for 
more than thirty years and has lived in 
the Republic of the Marshall Islands 
(RMI) even longer, his approach to 
the issues of development and corrup-
tion should come as no surprise; many 
of the arguments he makes here have 
been fine-tuned from his numerous 
signed and unsigned editorials in the 
Journal. Most of Johnson’s examples 
also come from his direct experience 
in the Marshalls; other regions of 
Oceania are perhaps implied, but with 
the exception of a brief mention of 
the Fiji government’s crackdown on 
free speech and a few references to the 
politico-economic similarities between 
the Republic of the Marshall Islands, 

the Federated States of Micronesia, 
and the Republic of Palau, one should 
come into this book understanding 
the Marshallese context from which 
Johnson is writing.

The book is roughly divided into 
two sections: the first half is a cri-
tique of development, donors, and 
corruption, while the second half is a 
more in-depth exploration of specific 
dilemmas and possibilities. Johnson 
certainly has plenty of examples of 
governmental malfeasance to choose 
from. A favorite example, which he 
repeats numerous times, is that of 
travel by national leaders and other, 
lower-level bureaucrats, necessitated 
by big-donor meetings in such metrop-
olises as Sydney, Suva, Washington 
dc, and, with the push for global 
climate initiatives, various cities in the 
European Union. And there is enough 
blame to go around, from the admin-
istrative functionary who takes full 
advantage of donor-sponsored travel 
and therefore has little time to actually 
perform her job duties to the West-
ern donor states or to the agencies 
themselves, some of whom Johnson 
calls out for meeting so frequently 
that achieving any actual benchmark 
of progress during the shorter and 
shorter periods in which there are 
no meetings scheduled borders on 
 Kafkaesque absurdity. 

A glaring issue with Johnson’s 
book, however, is that it is, argu-
ably, not a book. Rather, as Johnson 
explains, he has collected a series of 
blog postings that he originally wrote 
for the Pacific Institute for Public 
Policy, a nonprofit think tank based 
in Port Vila, Vanuatu, between 2013 
and 2015. While the blogs have been 
edited and grouped according to 


