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Abstract  

I draw on fourteen months of ethnographic fieldwork in Oceania to formulate the concept 
of ‘charisma work’, a type of labour in which the extraordinariness of individuals and their 
visions for the world are (re)produced and promoted to help legitimise rational-legal 
power. I focus on how two Pacific Island microstates, the Cook Islands and the Republic of 
Kiribati, work with Conservation International, an international environmental NGO, to 
build networks of charismatic people in support of the world’s largest marine protected 
areas. I argue that an aim of charisma work in this case is to attract support and resources 
to meet the objectives of Pacific Island microstates caught in a double bind of balancing 
the right to internal sovereignty and the demands of extra-national partners and interests. 
Building on the work of Paul Ricoeur, I propose that rational-legal systems utilise 
charismatic processes to support authoritative claims while, at the same time, obscuring 
the egalitarian origins of institutional legitimacy. 
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Introduction 

 

Sue Taei1 wanted to know, before anything else, why I had come to Samoa. In that summer 

of 2011, she was the Director of the Pacific Islands Marine Program for Conservation 

International in Apia, and I hoped to speak with her about her role in creating the world’s 

largest marine protected areas, including the Phoenix Islands Protected Area (PIPA) and 

the Cook Islands Marine Park (later renamed Marae Moana). She sat behind a modest desk 

in a back room of the Conservation International Pacific Island Programme headquarters in 

Vailima, just up the island from Apia, Samoa. I told the story of my arrival, beginning several 

years earlier when I found an essay by anthropologist, writer, critic, and teacher Epeli 

Hau’ofa called “Our Sea of Islands.” Through it, I learned about the Secretariat of the 

Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP), where I had come to conduct nine 

months of ethnographic fieldwork, and which was within walking distance of Sue Taei’s 

office. In the essay, Hau’ofa persuasively critiqued how development experts and scholars 

described the Pacific Islands as small and isolated, as politically and economically 

insignificant, and as a region poised and ever ready to fall off the map of important global 

affairs (Hau’ofa 1994; see also Fry 1994, 1997). He argued that Oceania was large both 

because of the mobility of Pacific Islanders and because of developments in the UN 

Convention on the Law of the Sea that had granted massive Exclusive Economic Zones 

(EEZs) to many island states.  Anyone, according to this way of thinking, could be Oceanian 

if they cared for the ocean and its inhabitants, because the ocean encompasses everyone.2 

The ocean is in our blood. It is in our food. It is in the weather. It is in the very air we 

 
1 Sue Taei passed away in January of 2020 following an incurable disease. For the decade I knew her, Sue 
was a mentor and colleague whom I respected immensely. She shared with me, freely but also strategically, 
the hidden world of ocean conservation. We had an understanding that I would not write explicitly about 
some things she shared because doing so may jeopardise her life’s work. In this essay, I only publish details 
that honour our agreement and her legacy.  

2 Later, Taei would echo and agree with this sentiment but emphasise that it was only true for those who 
deeply cared for the well-being of the ocean and Pacific Islanders.  
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breathe. We are part of it. We are the ocean, a communion of body and, for some, of spirit. 

I was hooked. After three years of graduate study, I boarded a plane in Houston and after 

stops in Los Angeles and Auckland, I arrived in Samoa.   

Once I answered her question, Taei appeared to relax slightly. She pulled a glossy, 8.5 x 

11 inch, trifold document from a pile on her desk and handed it to me. It was the Framework 

for the Pacific Oceanscape, a kind of bureaucratic roadmap for institutionalising ocean 

conservation and Large-Scale Marine Protected Areas (LSMPAs) as an integrating political 

concern for the Pacific Islands region. Immediately, the cover arrested my attention. Over 

a photograph of a shark swimming through a school of fish appeared one of Hau’ofa’s most 

powerful, poetic, and well-known passages:   

Oceania is vast, Oceania is expanding, Oceania is hospitable and generous, 

Oceania is humanity rising from the depths of brine and regions of fire deeper still. 

Oceania is us. We are the sea, we are the ocean, we must wake up to this ancient 

truth. (Hau’ofa 1994, 160) 

Taei then told me something many of her colleagues already knew. Even more than mine, 

her life and career had been deeply influenced by Epeli Hau’ofa. The way she spoke about 

the ocean and its inhabitants often echoed the tropic form and intensity of Hau’ofa’s written 

work. She once told me she dreamed that one day cutting edge ocean conservation and 

science would be conducted by vaka, traditional sailing canoes that have been revived by 

voyaging societies throughout the Pacific. Her vision for ocean conservation, like Hau’ofa’s, 

was deeply integrative. “Ridge to reef, reef to ocean,” she would say, meaning it was all 

one system that included not only biodiversity but local and regional cultural diversity and 

connectivity. What she drew upon, in her own terms, was Hau’ofa’s mana, his extraordinary 
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ability to articulate a holistic social, ecological, and political vision on behalf of Pacific 

Islanders3.   

When I returned to my cottage, about a mile up the Cross Island Road from the SPREP 

campus, I studied the Oceanscape document more carefully. Although it was peppered 

with quotations from Hau’ofa’s writings, the rest of the Framework was anything but 

inspiring. It was written in a typical bureaucratic style, consisting of objectives, strategic 

priorities, and actions. The inclusion of a writer like Hau’ofa in a framework document of 

this type seemed unusual and became a sort of ethnographic puzzle I felt compelled to 

solve. What, I asked myself, was the connection between Hau’ofa’s work and large-scale 

Pacific Ocean management? 

Hau’ofa’s presence in the Pacific Oceanscape document later appeared to be part of a 

broader ethnographically observed pattern—the recurrent adjacency of charismatic 

figures, emerging large-scale ocean management initiatives sponsored by Pacific 

microstates, and conservation professionals working for international NGOs. In practice, 

this meant conservation professionals, mostly working for international NGOs, labouring 

to promote large-scale ocean management projects by building the international 

reputations of charismatic figures, such as Hau’ofa. They did this by (re)crafting the leaders’ 

extraordinary visions for a better future, arranging public appearances, and creating 

promotional media.  

I began referring to this form of labour as ‘charisma work,’ which I define as the practices 

necessary to produce and promote a charismatic figure and associated extraordinary vision 

and integrate these with other forms of institutionalised power, especially rational-legal 

authority.4 Those who perform charisma work as part of their paid labour, I simply call 

 
3 More generally, mana usually indicates the extraordinary and spiritually derived efficacy of an individual. 
This term, however, is semantically vague. A deeper discussion of mana follows below in the subsection titled 
‘Charisma and Mana.’ 

4  My framing of the issue runs somewhat counter to Dan Brockington’s (2009) excellent work on the 
relationships between celebrity and conservation, where he distinguishes celebrity from charisma by 
emphasising Weber’s statement that charisma consists of face-to-face interaction. Given that Weber 
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‘charisma workers.’ Sue Taei was one of a handful of charisma workers in international 

environmental NGOs based in the Pacific. All were university educated, mostly in New 

Zealand, Australia, or Europe. All had decades of experience living in the Pacific Islands 

region. Approximately half would, in some contexts, identify as Pacific Islanders. About half 

were based in Suva, Fiji, while those working for Conservation International were at the 

time headquartered near Apia, Samoa. Due to proximity, and respectively to the lack 

thereof, and the exigencies of rapport and friendship, I was able to follow some charisma 

workers more closely than others. Even so, whether due to distance, locked doors, or 

secrecy, much of charisma work was always hidden from view and can only be inferred from 

its effects. 

The purpose of this article is to describe and begin to theorise charisma work. I describe 

charisma work in terms of its social and poetic dimensions. The social dimension includes 

how charisma workers discover individuals who are already recognised as charismatic and 

promote them as charismatic leaders of extraordinary vision in broader, international 

contexts. The social dimension also includes networking and making introductions on 

behalf of the charismatic leader, especially connecting them with resources for realising 

their extraordinary visions. In the poetic dimension, I analyse the poetic devices used to 

craft the extraordinary visions of charismatic individuals and suggest two perspectives from 

which the ocean is used as a trope for social solidarity. I call these forms of social solidarity 

‘the egalitarian ocean’ and ‘the God position’. In the final sections of the essay, I turn from 

a descriptive account of charisma work to a theorisation of how charisma work might 

function within the structural conditions of Pacific Island microstates. To do so, I draw on 

Paul Ricoeur’s work on legitimate domination and my own analysis of Mapping the Blue, a 

documentary film about the creation of Marae Moana, to show how charisma work can 

cultivate a sense of egalitarian legitimacy and then transpose this sense of legitimacy onto 

 
established his ideal types before the advent of digital mass media, and accounting for more recent 
sociological work showing how charisma can be more broadly mediated and technologically ‘manufactured’ 
(see Glassman 1975 and Bilu and Ben-Ari 1992), I suggest that charisma is better delineated not by mode of 
interaction but by techniques for legitimising domination.  
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the hierarchical institutions of the state. I will argue that this transposition is mediated by 

the charismatic individual who is associated with both egalitarian ideals and the 

hierarchically organised state. The broader implications of this work beyond the Pacific 

Islands are significant in that they show how rational-legal legitimacy may be dependent 

on, and not only opposed to, the cultivation of charismatic authority.  

My analysis is based on fourteen months of ethnographic fieldwork, from July 2011 through 

September 2012, and included nine months as an intern (and later a consultant) with the 

Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP) in Apia, Samoa and 

five months housed in the Cook Islands National Environment Service offices in Avarua, 

Rarotonga. In both locations, I worked with the Pacific Islands Programme office of 

Conservation International. This included collaborative work on a Key Biodiversity Area 

assessment in the Republic of Kiribati (the Gilbert Islands) and ongoing interaction during 

the early stages of creating Marae Moana. While working in the Cook Islands, I observed 

meetings of the Cook Islands Marine Park Steering Committee, an interim multi-

stakeholder body that advised government on creating a national large-scale marine park. 

I conducted in-depth interviews with members of the steering committee from government 

ministries, NGOs, the Aronga Mana (traditional leaders5), and other interested parties. I 

also observed public events, including the opening ceremony of the 43rd Pacific Islands 

Forum Leaders Meeting held on Rarotonga.  

 

 

 

 
5 “Traditional leaders” is a common English phrase used by both Maori and non-Maori Cook Islanders to 
refer to Maori leaders with titles of rangaitira, mata’iapo, and ariki. It is also used to refer to the Arona Mana 
(literally meaning ‘group with authority’) or the membership organisations of titled leaders, either the House 
of Ariki or the Koutunui. For more about the emergence of these organisations, see Sissons 1999.   
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Charisma, ‘Mana,’ and Charisma Work 

  

The humanistic social sciences have inherited the notion of charisma from Max Weber. 

Johannes Fabian (1979) argued that Weber conceptualised charisma as part of two broader 

concerns, first, with the rationalising tendencies of modernity and, second, with the ways 

power is legitimised and thereby rendered authoritative. As one part of Weber’s tripartite 

typology of legitimised domination, charisma refers to authority granted to a leader based 

on extraordinary personal qualities. By contrast, traditional authority is justified by 

perceived historical continuity, while rational-legal authority follows from the legal status 

of qualified persons carrying out specified tasks. Weber distinguished charismatic authority 

from both rational-legal and traditional authority in that it is marked by the extraordinary 

rather than the routine (Weber 1978). The intended use of these conceptual devices, or 

ideal types, was the analysis and comparison of empirically-derived examples by 

highlighting empirical divergences from the ideal, meaning no real case should be 

expected to align with the ideal types themselves. It is to be expected, therefore, that in 

the real world, the three modes of authority are often hybridised. We know that charismatic 

authority is not always antithetical to rational-legal authority but rather can be a necessary 

component of large bureaucratic systems themselves.6 Therefore, I begin my analysis with 

Weber’s classic typology so I can show how charisma relates to other forms of power and 

authority. Starting with Weber has two additional advantages. First, it nods toward mana 

(a term used by Taei to describe Hau’ofa) because Weber used ethnographic descriptions 

of mana in his conceptualisation of charisma. Second, Weber’s work on charismatic 

authority was critical for the synthetic theoretical work of Paul Ricoeur, which will become 

important in the last part of the article. 

 
6 See Thorpe and Shapin 2000 for an example of how the charismatic leadership of J. Robert Oppenheimer 
facilitated an otherwise unlikely collaboration between military and academic bureaucracies. 
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Charisma and ‘Mana’ 

 

It is well known that Weber’s conceptualisation of charisma was in part derived from 

Christian theology. A charism, from this perspective, is a gift of the Holy Spirit that renders 

a person extraordinarily effective in a divine mission. Perhaps less well known is that, as 

documented by Tybjerg (2007), Weber also drew inspiration from ethnographic 

representations of mana, a term used in many Pacific Island languages that classically 

translates to supernatural power or extraordinary efficacy. There can be, therefore, a great 

deal of overlap between mana and charisma as analytical concepts within anthropology. 

For example, both charisma and mana are often associated with authority derived from 

spiritual giftedness and/or extraordinary worldly efficacy (Weber 1978; see also Shore 

1982). In the classic ethnographic work utilised by Weber, mana is associated with 

traditional (i.e. chiefly) authority, although this claim is disputed both on the grounds that 

tradition itself can be subject to visionary innovation and because mana is attributed to 

extraordinary individuals who might lack chiefly titles, such as athletes (Teaiwa 2016), 

Anglican priests or all believers in some Pentecostal congregations (Kolshus 2016), specific 

cultural organisations (Tengan 2016), and even the community as a whole (Teaiwa 2016; 

Tengan 2016). Whatever mana once was, it now circulates broadly and through multiple 

pathways.  

Both charisma and mana have been seen as conceptually ambiguous, although mana may 

be even more resistant to precise, theoretical conceptualisation (see Faubion 2011). 

Claude Levi-Strauss agreed and used mana as an example of a floating signifier, or a sign 

for which the signified constitutes a surplus relative to the signifier (Levi-Strauss 2005). A 

contemporary example of the vagueness and versatility of mana, taken from my fieldwork, 

is a speech given by then Cook Islands Prime Minister Henry Puna in September 2011, at 

the 42nd Pacific Islands Forum Leaders Meeting. He began by paying his respects to the 

ocean stewardship efforts of Anote Tong, then President of Kiribati, and by acknowledging 

the importance of the Pacific Oceanscape and Conservation International. After quoting 
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the Pacific Oceanscape document (“our ocean unites and divides, connects and separates, 

sustains and threatens our very survival”) he proceeded to define mana in several related 

but distinct ways: 

This is our mana—where mana means our legacy handed down through the 

generations.  We have inherited our great Moana Nui o Kiva [the Pacific Ocean] and 

we must feel the mana—the honour and responsibility—of being its stewards. 

Unfortunately, we have over time forgotten this mana that we possess – the mana 

which is our respect for our ocean and have misused our ocean for our own selfish 

purposes through overharvesting and polluting. 

Here, mana is ambiguous—at once a legacy, honour and responsibility, and respect, all 

derived from, or rendered toward, the ocean. It is also something inherited by Pacific 

Islanders by virtue of their collective relationships with the Pacific Ocean. Clearly, mana is 

still relevant and evoked specifically in relation to large-scale Pacific Ocean conservation. 

Importantly, this speech and another like it, given by Puna at the 43rd Pacific Island Forum 

Leaders Meeting one year later (see below), were subject to rumours that the texts were 

written by a charisma worker I knew. Henry Puna’s chief of staff at the time denied the 

veracity of these claims. Others suspected this denial was itself untrue, or at least only 

partially true. Nevertheless, regardless of their accuracy, the rumours are telling in another 

way: they show that a broader awareness existed within the ocean conservation community 

of what I am calling charisma work. Some of my interlocutors knew that NGO staff were 

actively promoting large-scale conservation initiatives by framing them within an expansive 

Hau’ofian vision and associating both with Pacific Island leaders. In suspecting these 

speeches were written by a particular charisma worker, they seemed to be extrapolating 

from previous experiences. 

 

 



Vol. 21 No. 1 (2022) 
 

ANTHROPOLOGY MATTERS JOURNAL 
 
 
 
 

 17 

Why Not ‘Mana Work’?: The Structural Conditions of Charisma Work 

 

All of this raises the analytical question: why charisma work and not mana work? A primary 

reason is that although mana and charisma cannot always be clearly distinguished, I wish 

to signal that my principal concern in this essay is not with the cultural dynamics of mana 

within Pacific Island communities, although I cannot leave such considerations aside 

completely. For example, transnational charisma workers obviously must labour within 

national contexts and, at times, engage local communities. In these local and national 

Pacific Island contexts, I view mana as an object of labour for charisma workers. I mean that 

charisma workers sometimes find leaders who are recognised within Pacific Islands contexts 

as possessing mana and that charisma workers utilise claims to mana in building broader 

influence for Pacific Island leaders beyond their home countries or even the Pacific Islands 

region. Specifically, I am mostly concerned with charisma workers employed in 

international NGOs who are attempting to promote LSMPAs beyond the Pacific in attempts 

to attract global resources to their own organisations and to legitimise state-based projects 

located within Pacific Island microstates that do not have the internal resources to 

implement these projects on their own.7 Therefore, a central question of this essay is how 

the mana of Pacific Islands leaders is taken up within the structural limitations of Pacific 

Island states, through the work of a specific class of transnational professionals, in the 

context of large-scale ocean conservation. It is to these structural conditions that I now 

briefly turn. 

Over eighty percent of all protected ocean space now exists as LSMPAs that measure in 

the hundreds of thousands to millions of square kilometres each, with the majority 

designated within the Pacific Ocean (Toonen et al. 2013; Wilhelm et al. 2014). Several of 

these marine managed spaces either exist in or have been proposed by small island states, 

sometimes called microstates, that have the internationally recognised authority to declare 

 
7 I have analysed the national and community dynamics of this work in another essay (see Durbin 2018). 
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LSMPAs up to the size of their Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs)8, but lack the internal 

capacity to create, manage, and enforce these institutions without significant external aid 

from regional agencies, NGOs, and other development partners. This structural condition 

makes the rational-legal authority of many Pacific Island microstates vulnerable to extra-

state interests by placing them in the double bind of requiring capacity external to the 

state to realise internal objectives, such as the protection of resources within the Cook 

Islands EEZ. Hence, the legitimacy of microstate authority, in the case of LSMPA creation 

and management, rests both on internal consent and external support. A key concern, 

then, is how Pacific Island states negotiate this fraught situation. 

Cook Islands environmental researcher and activist Jacqueline Tepaeru Evans (2006) has 

argued that a Pacific Island microstate, such as the Cook Islands, can be characterised by 

a small bureaucratic apparatus relative to its formal rights as a state. I extend this argument 

by highlighting a tension between the formal authority of microstates to declare LSMPAs 

(and other ambitious national objectives) and their limited internal capacity to create an 

LSMPA without help. I argue that microstates rely on the charisma work of organisations 

like Conservation International to strengthen claims to legitimate authority by cultivating 

international support that enables the state to meet its declared objectives. As I will show, 

attempts to gain external support can hinge on representations of local political processes 

as already legitimate, meaning that outwardly projected representations of internal 

processes is a critical component of charisma work.  

 

 

 

 
8 As defined in the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, the EEZ extends no more than 
200 nautical miles from a country’s coastal baseline and confers territorial rights, including resource 
extraction, and obligations to manage natural resources.  
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Describing and Theorising Charisma Work 

 

In the remainder of this article, I describe and begin to theorise charisma work. I describe 

charisma work in terms of its social and poetic dimensions. In the social dimension, I 

illustrate how charisma workers associate extraordinary individuals with large-scale ocean 

management initiatives like the Pacific Oceanscape, Marae Moana, and PIPA. This, firstly, 

includes finding and recognising individuals who might be good candidates for charisma 

work. In all cases observed during fieldwork, charismatic individuals (occasionally those to 

whom mana was attributed at the local, national, or regional level) were not made by 

charisma workers but rather ‘discovered.’ That is, in every case I observed, the leaders 

subjected to charisma work were already recognised, at least by some, as innovative and 

effective leaders. In other words, charisma workers might grow charisma, but they are given 

the seeds. As such, the ultimate origin of charisma is taken as given and is beyond the 

scope of this article.   

Secondly, the description of charisma work also includes attention to the labour of 

arranging introductions between charismatic leaders and those who possess the resources 

to instantiate their visions for ocean conservation at scale, facilitating appearances at 

events that will broadcast those visions and produce the mediated presence of the leader. 

This work necessarily includes the production of promotional material, such as videos and, 

perhaps, speech writing. Charisma work is the domain of strategic social networking and 

public relations on the behalf of a charismatic personality. Because these usually hidden 

processes are difficult to directly follow ethnographically, and even more difficult to write 

about without betraying sensitive information, I mostly give examples of the already 

accomplished social dimensions of charisma work. Lastly, through my description of 

charisma work, I reflect on the specific poetic devices used to craft the extraordinary visions 

of charismatic individuals by suggesting two ways in which the ocean as a trope expresses 

social solidarity in distinctly Hau’ofian terms. I call these forms of social solidarity ‘the 

egalitarian ocean’ and ‘the God position’.   
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In the final sections of the article, I turn from a descriptive account of charisma work to a 

theorisation of how charisma work might function within the structural conditions of Pacific 

Island microstates. That is, I turn from a relatively direct account of what charisma workers 

and their products do to an admittedly more speculative discussion of what the systemic 

consequences of charisma work might be. To this end, I draw on Paul Ricoeur’s theoretical 

work on legitimate domination and my own analysis of Mapping the Blue, a documentary 

film about the creation of Marae Moana, to show how charisma work can function politically 

to cultivate a sense of egalitarian legitimacy and then transpose this sense of legitimacy 

onto the hierarchical institutions of the state. Specifically, I make the case that charisma 

work can help produce legitimacy for rational-legal, and specifically Pacific Island 

microstate authority, by cultivating an egalitarian mode of solidarity and then transposing 

the resulting sense of legitimacy onto hierarchical institutions through a subtle shift in 

ocean poetics inherent in charismatic visions. This transposition is effected through the 

symbolically charged charismatic individual who is associated with both egalitarian ideals 

and the hierarchically organised state. Furthermore, while I suspect this process can occur 

within a state as a means of securing the willingness of citizens to be governed, I emphasise 

the role of charisma work in securing necessary international support for microstate 

initiatives by representing the actions of the microstate as internally legitimate and 

desirable.  

Throughout the article, I continue to make analytical distinctions between the social and 

poetic dimensions of charisma work. These distinctions are, however, highly entangled in 

practice, meaning that each discrete section of the essay illustrates both dimensions to 

some extent. In the next section, I emphasise the social dimensions of charisma work in 

promoting Pacific Island leaders to, and connecting them with, broader audiences. 

Specifically, I will focus on the charisma work of Conservation International in the promotion 

of Epeli Hau’ofa, Kevin Iro, and Anote Tong.      
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The Social Dimensions of Charisma Work: Epeli Hau’ofa, Kevin Iro, Anote Tong,  

and Conservation International  

 

Epeli Hau’ofa 

Conservation International has had a strong stake in the Pacific Oceanscape from the 

beginning, which most narratives locate in the creative imagination of Anote Tong, when he 

was President of the Republic of Kiribati, and with the NGO always, and somewhat 

ambiguously, adjacent. On 25 August 2012, Conservation International sponsored a press 

event to raise awareness for the Pacific Oceanscape, an initiative it claimed was the world’s 

largest coordinated effort to protect biodiversity. The gathering was an adjunct to the 43rd 

Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) Leaders Meeting held on Rarotonga and was led by Sue Taei, then 

the Pacific Islands Marine Director for Conservation International. Taei began by asking 

participants from media outlets across the Pacific to complete a simple task by finishing the 

sentence: ‘The ocean is _______.’ Their responses included: ‘The ocean is life.’ The ocean is 

home.’ ‘The ocean is livelihood.’ ‘The ocean is a cupboard.’ ‘The ocean is me.’ One respondent 

offered, ‘I am the ocean.’ Then, the follow up from Taei: ‘Who has read Epeli Hau’ofa?’ When 

several participants raised their hands, she continued, ‘The words you said are the same as the 

words he wrote. His vision is what the Pacific Oceanscape is about.’ She ended her 

presentation with a quotation from the cover of the Pacific Oceanscape Framework document: 

‘Oceania is vast… expanding…hospitable and generous… humanity rising from the depths… 

us. We are the sea, we are the ocean…’  

Two days later, Prime Minister Henry Puna of the Cook Islands delivered a speech at the 

opening ceremony of the 43rd PIF Leaders Meeting as the new incoming Forum Chair. Like 

his speech at the 42nd PIF Leaders Meeting one year earlier, Puna’s rhetoric was distinctly 

Hau’ofian. Moreover, the PIF Forum theme, ‘Large Ocean Island States— The Pacific 

Challenge’, was recognised as a direct reference to Hau’ofa’s vision (Maclellan 2012). Drawing 

on the same tropes used by Hau’ofa, the Prime Minister went on to explain that the theme: 
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…relates to re-thinking our sense of shared identity. As Pacific islanders, we have 

tended to define ourselves as small landmasses, scattered and separated over a vast 

body of ocean. From high above, we are but specks in a world of sea: firmly classified 

in global terms as ‘Small Island Developing States’ in the ‘Pacific Islands Region.’ 

But as a body of collective territories, we are more than three times the size of these 

countries as individuals: China, Canada, and the United States of America… If we 

need to break the mould that defines us too narrowly and limits us in any way—then 

break it we must.9 

Prime Minister Puna continued to describe the Pacific Oceanscape as a way PIF countries 

would break the mould by rethinking the spatial scale of integrated ocean management. 

He also mentioned some of the Pacific Oceanscape’s key features, LSMPAs, including PIPA 

that was also declared with support from Conservation International. In his speech, the 

Prime Minister officially announced a 1 million km2 mixed-use Cook Islands Marine Park 

that was later given the Maori name Marae Moana10 and expanded to 2 million km2. He 

framed the marine park as a commitment to the Pacific Oceanscape and ended by urging 

‘Forum members, donors and partners’ to make their own contributions. 

To the extent that Hau’ofa’s persona and extraordinary vision for Oceania is intentionally 

cultivated and promoted by Conservation International and others, it is consistent with 

charisma work as I have defined it. However, Hau’ofa seems to occupy a privileged place 

for some charisma workers I followed. Indeed, after being taught within Pacific Island 

institutions of higher education for two decades, Hau’ofa’s vision has entered the same 

‘privileged circuits’ of the expert elite he critiqued as being ‘preoccupied with the questions 

of national borders, sovereignty, and dependency’ (Jolly 2001: 421). Nevertheless, Hau’ofa 

is not the only charismatic figure brought into association with large-scale ocean 

 
9 For the full context of this speech, see ‘Large Ocean Island States - The Pacific Challenge’. Retrieved 
from http://www.forumsec.org/pages.cfm/newsroom/speeches/2012-1/43rd-pif-opening-statement-by-
new-forum-chair-pm-of-cook-islands-hon-henry-puna.html. 

10 Marae Moana can be translated as ‘Sacred Sea’ (see Durbin 2018). 
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management initiatives. International NGOs and the charisma workers they employ rely on 

networks of charismatic people. Conservation International, specifically, promotes the work 

not only of Epeli Hau’ofa but also Sylvia Earle, Anote Tong, and Kevin Iro, among others. I 

turn now to this broader network of charismatic figures and examples of how their 

reputations and visions are crafted and promoted by Conservation International through 

media campaigns and public events. 

 

Kevin Iro 

One of Kevin Iro’s best friends told me, ‘he’s as straight as anyone you’ll ever meet. He has 

a great deal of mana’. When referring to Iro, mana means integrity, humility, and incessant 

charitable work in the Cook Islands. It is also associated with his sterling rugby career in 

New Zealand, where he was an exemplar of hard work and clean living. Even Cook Islanders 

who have been critical of Marae Moana, or of how it has been imagined, tended to qualify 

their statements with praise for Iro as a person. He was sometimes referred to as the ‘marine 

park founder,’ an honorific yet telling attribution of authority to an individual that formally 

belongs to the state alone. Regardless of anyone’s personal opinions about the initiative, 

no one seemed to doubt that the initial idea, and much of the momentum for the Cook 

Islands Marine Park, came not from a government agency, NGO, or any other organisation 

but from an individual without the administrative or traditional authority to undertake such 

an ambitious project.  

Iro first conceived the Cook Islands Marine Park in 2008. At the time, he was a member of 

the Cook Islands Tourism Board and was most interested in growing this vital economic 

sector. Traditional Cook Islands culture had been a primary way the state had tried to 

attract visitors, and their money, at least since the completion of Rarotonga’s international 

airport on 1 November 1973 (Sissons 1999). Still, as far as most vacationers were 

concerned, one could go to Tahiti or other Polynesian islands and get a similar experience. 

Iro firmly believed that tourists, especially environmentally conscious travellers, would want 

to visit ‘the largest marine park in the world’. At that time, he wasn’t known for being an 
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environmentalist and had no background in marine science. He only later learned that the 

Republic of Kiribati had created PIPA, which is approximately the size of California. A 

mutual friend introduced him to Sue Taei, who had been involved with PIPA and the Pacific 

Oceanscape, and he began talking with other conservationists both within the Cook Islands 

and abroad. It was through these interactions that Iro began to see the marine park as a 

means of serious biodiversity protection as well as a tourism development scheme.11  

Thanks to media created by Conservation International, the most accessible version of this 

narrative begins with Iro’s growing concern for the health of the ocean. In a promotional 

video on the NGO’s website, the transition from a direct experience of the ocean to ocean 

mapping, via Iro as a charismatic leader, is evident: 

Kevin Iro: From the age of seven or eight we started coming to the Cook Islands for 

school holidays, and I fell in love with the place. I moved back [here] with my family. 

I noticed the change. When I was young, you know, the lagoon was just vibrant. 

There were so many colours. All the coral was alive. As the years went by, I would 

say to my family, ‘something’s wrong out there’. Tourists are not going to want to 

come here if our water is polluted, if our coral is dying. The Cook Islands Marine 

Park is a concept I came up with about two or three years ago. We have 2 million 

square kilometres of ocean that we own. We’ve proposed to the government that 

we protect half of that.  

Prime Minister Puna: Kevin was the driving force. He convinced me that it was the 

right direction to move in. As Pacific Islanders it is incumbent on us to show the 

world that we care about the Pacific Ocean.12 

 
11 Although conservation and tourism may seem like opposing endeavours, ecotourism is both a fraught and 
well-established means of trying to protect biodiversity while promoting economic development. Ecotourism 
can include attempts to reduce the environmental impact of tourism along with financial mechanisms for 
funding conservation projects.   

12  For the full video, see Conservation International’s Spotlight on Kevin Iro, retrieved from 
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The video ends with the Conservation International logo and the tagline: ‘Partnering with 

local heroes, for global success, so people and nature can thrive’. A hero, I would add, 

whether in sport or nature conservation, is a charismatic archetype. 

 

President Anote Tong 

Former President Anote Tong has been recognised internationally for his environmental 

advocacy through several prestigious awards and has been the focus of a campaign for a 

Nobel Peace Prize nomination. In international speeches, he often spoke as a kind of 

environmental prophet about the impacts of climate change on his country, including sea-

level rise and coastal inundation. Like those featuring Kevin Iro, Conservation International 

has created videos that highlight President Tong and his visionary role in the creation of 

PIPA, the Pacific Oceanscape, and his leadership on climate change. In one, he describes 

the dire ecological and climatic situation facing Kiribati that may require its citizens to 

emigrate en masse. It is fascinating, then, that in invoking this apocalyptic future, President 

Tong does not refer to his role as head of state. Instead, he conjures a charismatic biblical 

image, the Moses of Exodus.13 ‘One has no right to leadership’, he insists, ‘if you cannot lead 

your people out of trouble.’14 This is not the authority of office but a right to lead that comes 

from the capacity to articulate and realise an extraordinary vision of salvation in a time of 

crisis. 

When President Tong spoke at international ocean events beyond the Pacific region, he 

did so with a similar sense of vision. In a 2014 address to the Our Oceans Conference held 

 
http://www.conservation.org/projects/Pages/marae-moana-cook-islands-marine-park.aspx 

13 It is worth noting that the authority and vision of Moses was God-given. This is not insignificant, and I doubt 
it would have gone unnoticed in Kiribati, a predominantly Christian country. This is especially true, I would 
venture, in a country threatened with climate induced flooding, given the well-worn theological connections 
between the infant Moses (adrift in a basket), Noah’s ark, and God’s promise to never drown the earth again. 

14 For the full video, see Conservation International’s Spotlight on President Anote Tong of Kiribati, retrieved 
from http://www.conservation.org/projects/Pages/marae-moana-cook-islands-marine-park.aspx 
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in Washington, D.C., he said:  

My country, Kiribati, has often been referred to as a small island developing state, 

but in reality, we're a very large atoll ocean state, and my people have been 

custodians over centuries of the surrounding ocean of around 3.5 million square 

kilometres. More than twice the size of the largest US state of Alaska.15     

‘A very large atoll ocean state’ is a phrase that would have been incomprehensible two 

decades ago by the kinds of audiences that now applaud it. Here, Hau’ofa’s vision of an 

expansive region and a connective and inclusive ocean is again at work, enabling President 

Tong to talk about how his country, and Oceania more generally, is leading efforts to 

protect the ocean because his people have always been ocean voyagers and stewards. He 

continued to talk about how Kiribati, aided by Conservation International and the New 

England Aquarium, established, then expanded, PIPA. He stressed the role of Oceania as 

a global leader in ocean conservation. He spoke about the Pacific Oceanscape, the Cook 

Islands Marine Park, and Palau’s commitment to make its entire EEZ a commercial fishing 

no-take zone. To great applause, he then committed Kiribati to completely closing off PIPA 

to commercial fishing by 1 January 2015. 

These videos and staged appearances show Kevin Iro and Anote Tong as charismatic 

leaders. Iro clearly has no formal role within the state. His leadership is legitimised in terms 

of his extraordinary personal accomplishments in sports, moral comportment, community 

building, and his vision for making one of the largest marine parks in the world. President 

Tong’s extraordinary vision and role as leader during crisis is emphasised over his role as 

head of state. Furthermore, while the video examples given here were obviously produced 

by Conservation International, NGO staff also claimed to facilitate international 

appearances related to the Pacific Oceanscape, PIPA, and Marae Moana for President 

 
15  For the full speeches of both John Kerry and Anote Tong, see ‘Welcoming Remarks at Our Ocean 
Conference’ at the US Department of State website. Retrieved from https://2009-
2017.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2014/06/227626.htm 
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Tong, Kevin Iro, and Prime Minister Puna. Importantly, these representations and 

appearances are largely intended for audiences beyond the Cook Islands, Kiribati, and 

even Oceania. 

As a form of labour, charisma work re-presents individuals as extraordinary leaders. In the cases 

of Epeli Hau’ofa, Kevin Iro, and Anote Tong, Conservation International built upon, expanded, 

and promoted already existing reputations to larger audiences through media campaigns and, 

in the case of Iro and Tong, public appearances. However, this account of charisma work would 

be incomplete if it ignored the substantive dimensions of charismatic vision. Charismatic vision 

is important because the ability to articulate an extraordinary and seductive account of reality 

and demonstrate efficacy in its realisation is how charismatic authority, itself, is legitimated (see 

Weber 1978). It is no coincidence, then, that Hau’ofa, Iro, and Tong are associated with an 

extraordinary, specifically Oceanic, vision for the world. Much of this was illustrated by what 

these individuals said, as I reported in the preceding sections. In the next two, I will more clearly 

describe two dimensions of this oceanic vision. The first, what I call the ‘egalitarian ocean’, uses 

the ocean as a metaphor for a shared experience of spiritual connection and communitas, or a 

temporary dissolution of social, especially hierarchical, distinctions among people (see Turner 

2008). It is a sense of being within that lends itself to the possibility of equitable forms of 

solidarity. The second depends on an ascendant trope that I call, following Michael Taussig, the 

‘God position’, in which the unity of the ocean is viewed from above and solidarity depends on 

the legitimation of hierarchical domination.  

 

The Poetic Dimensions of Charisma Work: The Egalitarian Ocean and the God Position  

 

The Egalitarian Ocean 

In his book What Color is the Sacred?, Michael Taussig (2009) argues that coping with 

apocalyptic environmental futures, such as those evoked by climate change, may require 
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a new understanding of how our bodies are already in constant watery communication with 

the world beyond our awareness. He claims that the means of expressing unconscious 

connectivity to our surroundings is an oceanic trope that anchors a poetics of drifting, as if 

in a sea:  

To thus consciously see ourselves in the midst of the world is to … exchange 

standing above the fray, the God position, for some quite other position that is not 

really a position at all but something more like swimming, more like nomads adrift 

in the sea, mother of all metaphor, that sea I call the bodily unconscious [emphasis 

added]. (Taussig 2009: 13) 

Taussig speaks to the power of the sea as a tropic expression of an eco-spiritual reality.16 

This sentiment was also articulated, in a similar idiom, over a decade previously by Hau’ofa, 

who argued that for Oceanians ‘the ocean is not merely our omnipresent, empirical reality; 

equally importantly it is our most wonderful metaphor for just about anything’ (Hau’ofa 

1998: 406). Hau’ofa argued that the ocean as metaphor worked in Oceania because the 

sea is a pervasive experience, and that because it is a ubiquitous material reality, the ocean 

can act as a trope of connection and integration. It is a sentiment that he did not invent 

but rather shared and expressed, sometimes through the voices of other artists in Oceania, 

such as the work of I-Kiribati poet Teresia Teaiwa, who wrote: 

We sweat and cry salt water, so we know 

That the ocean is really in our blood. (Teaiwa quoted in Hau’ofa 1998: 392)   

Artists like Teaiwa show that we can know and feel in both emotional and motional senses, 

both figurative and literal, that our blood is the ocean, that all water is connected and 

connects all things, and that the ecological is a pathway to the mystical.  

This way of thinking and feeling is not restricted to poetry as a literary genre but is also 

 
16 Helmreich (2011b) has noted that seawater has played a similar role in social theory. 



Vol. 21 No. 1 (2022) 
 

ANTHROPOLOGY MATTERS JOURNAL 
 
 
 
 

 29 

present in ocean-related diplomacy and conservation events. For example, Sylvia Earle also 

attended the 43rd PIF Leaders Meeting on Rarotonga courtesy of Conservation 

International. In the same Pacific Oceanscape media session where I listened to Sue Taei 

speak about Epeli Hau’ofa, I also heard Earle talk about the ocean as a kind of global 

circulatory system that, because of her status as a well-respected ocean explorer and 

researcher, seemed to blur the boundaries between scientific and spiritual representations. 

She said: 

All life needs water whether you live on the top of a mountain or a desert. If you’ve 

never seen the ocean or touched the ocean, the ocean touches you with every 

breath you take, every drop of water that falls out of the sky.17 

The journalists in attendance seemed to love listening to Earle speak in this way. She gave 

great sound bites, but I think there was much more to it than that. When she spoke, 

inspiration flashed across the faces of nearly everyone in the room. I felt it myself—an 

energy, a movement that cut through all cynicism and despair, at least for a moment, as 

we all breathed together of the ocean, so as not to drown. 

It is fitting that Conservation International featured the oceanic visions by Sylvia Earle and 

Epeli Hau’ofa in the same session. Indeed, Hau’ofa knew of Earl’s work by the time he 

elaborated his oceanic vision in The Ocean in Us, published in 1998, and credits her poetic 

expression of the ocean’s connectivity with providing additional support for his own 

developing vision. At that time, he wrote: “After I re`ad Earle’s account, it became clear 

that the ocean, and our historical relationships with it, would be the core theme [for the 

Centre for Pacific Arts and Culture]” (Hau’ofa 1998: 403). What I take from this close 

association of Earle and Hau’ofa in both his own writing and the charisma work of 

Conservation International is this: while the poetic visions of the ocean as articulated by 

Pacific Islanders (most clearly Hau’ofa but including Teaiwa, Iro, Puna, and Tong) have their 

 
17 An example of journalistic coverage of Sylvia Earle’s talk and more context for the quotation can be found 
here: ‘This is the moment’. Cook Islands News. August 26, 2012. Retrieved 
from: http://www.cookislandsnews.com/item/38541-lsquo-this-is-the-moment-rsquo.  
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own specific cultural anchorages, they also participate powerfully in a spiritually ubiquitous 

ocean poetics along with others, such as Earle and Taussig. Indeed, it may be this powerful 

tropic telescoping out from culturally specific experiences of immersion in the ocean to 

transcendent oceanic sensibilities that allows charisma work to function as a mode of state 

legitimisation, but more on this in the last section of the article.   

 

The God Position 

The sacredness of the ocean is not only expressed through tropes of immersion and 

connection from within. What Taussig called the God position is a powerful and perhaps 

even more pervasive stance from which to convey human unity. I have already shown how 

Prime Minister Puna and President Tong, following Hau’ofa, evoked the God position by 

speaking of the largeness of the Pacific Islands from the ascendant perspective of their 

collective EEZs. I will give one more example from outside Oceania to illustrate the broad 

spiritual appeal of this perspective. Immediately before Anote Tong spoke at the 2014 Our 

Oceans Conference, then US Secretary of State John Kerry said the following in his 

welcoming remarks: 

The fact is we as human beings share nothing so completely as the ocean that covers 

nearly three quarters of our planet. And I remember the first time I really grasped that 

notion. It was in the early 1970s when the first colour pictures of Earth from space were 

released, the famous blue marble photographs. And when you look at those images, 

you don’t see borders or markers separating one nation from another. You just see big 

masses of green and sometimes brown surrounded by blue. For me, that image shaped 

the realisation that what has become clichéd and perhaps even taken for granted – not 

perhaps, is taken for granted – is the degree to which we all share one planet, one 

ocean. And because we share nothing so completely as our ocean, each of us also 

shares the responsibility to protect it. And you can look at any scripture of any religion, 



Vol. 21 No. 1 (2022) 
 

ANTHROPOLOGY MATTERS JOURNAL 
 
 
 
 

 31 

any life philosophy, and you will draw from it that sense of responsibility.18 

The assertion that we share nothing so completely as our ocean is significant. It is an 

articulation of a global communion through an oceanic substance that, rather than being 

inside each of us, or each of us in it, is unifying from a perspective Donna Haraway has 

called a ‘view from above, from nowhere’ that results from a ‘god-trick’ (Haraway 1991: 

195). Haraway’s point is epistemological. Knowledge is always situated and a view from a 

body. This is similar to Taussig’s suggestion that we must trade the God position for the 

perspective of drifting in the world. However, Haraway’s insistence that this transcendent 

move is a trick is critically important for the last part of my argument in the next section. 

That is, the view of oceanic solidarity from above is a trick in that it both retains a sense of 

solidarity that is first legitimised within a vision of the egalitarian ocean and hides the origins 

of this sense of solidarity.   

 

Theorising Charisma Work: The Transposition of Legitimacy from the Egalitarian Ocean to the 

God Position  

 

So far, I have illustrated the interconnected social and poetic dimensions of charisma work 

as expressed in promotional materials and public events. I did so to make two points. First, 

these perspectives are present, to varying degrees, in the charismatic visions attributed by 

Conservation International to Hau’ofa, Tong, and Iro. Second, the oceanic tropes that these 

visions draw upon circulate within and beyond Oceania, allowing the charisma work of 

Conservation International to be outward facing, that is, intended to attract support from 

beyond the Cook Islands, Kiribati, and Oceania more broadly. In this section, I attempt to 

build a theoretical apparatus that can extend these observations and begin to account for 

how charisma work might function to legitimise rational-legal authority. I argue that it does 

 
18 See note 15. 
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so, first, by cultivating followership through a connective vision of an egalitarian ocean and 

then by transposing the resulting sense of legitimacy into the hierarchical unity of the God 

position, thereby creating symbolic support for formal dimensions of rational-legal 

institutions in microstates. This process is a function of charismatic individuals as symbolic 

vehicles for both the egalitarian ocean and the God position, while also being closely 

associated with the state. To anchor this argument theoretically, I must first summarise the 

work of Paul Ricoeur which shows that the ideological justification of rational-legal authority 

is ultimately derived from communal origins. I then use this theoretical framework to 

interpret Mapping the Blue, a documentary film featuring Kevin Iro. 

 

The Authoritative Hinge: Ricoeur on Legitimate Domination 

In his Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, Ricoeur (1986) argues that ideology operates on 

three functional levels: distortion, legitimation, and integration. He derives the first of 

these, distortion, from the classic Marxian emphasis on the tendency of the ruling class to 

express its interests in ruling systems of ideas. Implicit in this notion, however, is the 

question of how authority, or domination in general rather than class domination 

specifically, is related to ideology. Through a creative re-reading of Weber, Ricoeur claims 

that ideology helps legitimise domination by filling a credibility gap between a claim to 

authority, on the part of an emerging ruling class, and an inherent capacity for belief, 

initially invested in a symbolic order that sustains group identity, on the part of those ruled. 

In turn, this question of legitimate domination over a political community raises the implicit 

problem of that community’s formation, identity, and persistence through time and space. 

Here, Ricoeur turns to Geertz’s (1973) essay Ideology as a Cultural System to argue that 

ideology is initially involved in the integration of diverse points of view within a larger 

cultural system that is prior, logically if not also temporally, to the emergence of an 

authority. This integrative capacity of ideology as a cultural system is located in rhetoric 
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and the persuasive capacity of trope to orient people in social and political space.19  

Ricoeur’s interest in the origins of ideology leads him to increasingly broad considerations 

of how power is legitimised culturally and socially. These concerns converge in ‘the concept 

of the authoritative as the transition from the integrative function to the legitimation of 

hierarchy’ (Ricoeur 1986: 260). The authoritative, here, refers to both the authoritative ideas 

that render an autonomous politics meaningful and to legitimised domination found in 

hierarchical social organisation. The authoritative as an analytical category is, thus, a kind 

of hinge between the poetic and rhetorical basis of legitimate ideas— where new events, 

things, and concepts become culturally significant to the extent that individuals and groups 

can be persuaded of their meaning (Tyler and Strecker 2009)— and the potential for 

authoritative claims to become invested with belief in the legitimacy of individuals or 

institutions making those claims. The authoritative, therefore, creates conceptual space for 

thinking between the construction of real or imagined communities, discourses, epistemes, 

and histories, on one hand, and the hierarchical integration of social, political, or 

professional strata, on the other.  

Ricoeur further proposes that rational-legal authority, in general, must always depend on 

traditional and charismatic kernels and, through the function of ideology, obscure these 

sources of power. As a type of authority with radically generative potential, charisma is 

unique in its emphasis on new authoritative ideas (in the form of the leader’s extraordinary 

vision) and its status as a locus from which new authoritative claims can be made (the 

personhood of the leader). In short, the charismatic individual is a carrier of both forms of 

novelty, the embodiment of a generative and authoritative hinge between an integrative 

symbolic system and social hierarchy. This may become more significant when attempts by 

a state to create new, or radically amend old, rational-legal institutions lack inherent 

capacity to inspire belief in the legitimacy of its own claim to authority. We might follow 

through on Ricoeur’s Marxian analogy, in such cases, to say that charismatic individuals 

 
19 For an ethnographic account of the rhetorical basis of charisma, see Csordas 1997. 
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who are aligned with the state may help appropriate surplus belief in legitimacy from the 

integrative symbolic system to the hierarchical political structure. 

        

Mapping the Blue 

A modest empirical window into these dynamics is opened by Mapping the Blue, a film 

funded by the Khaled bin Sultan Living Oceans Foundation, that follows Kevin Iro, a team 

of international scientists, traditional Cook Islands leaders, and other stakeholders as they 

travel to Penrhyn atoll in the Northern Group of the Cook Islands. The film, produced for a 

global audience, was originally made possible through introductions facilitated by 

Conservation International. It follows in the tradition of a classic National Geographic 

documentary and exhibits the same sense of grandeur and significance. One of its foci is 

the research team’s use of SeaSketch, a marine spatial planning software package 

developed by the company Esri, to record and spatially represent residents’ opinions about 

the Cook Islands Marine Park, the interests of other stakeholders, and other data layers, 

such as bathymetry and biological diversity. The film begins skimming just above the 

ocean’s surface before cutting to a view of low-lying atolls from an aircraft and a montage 

of island and sea life. The God position and lived experience are swiftly juxtaposed in ways 

that are suggestive of seamless transition between the two perspectives.  

Iro is portrayed as the progenitor of the marine park, who was inspired by his love of and 

connection with the ocean.  

Narrator: The Cook Islands Marine Park is the brainchild of ruby league champion 

Kevin Iro. He spent a lot of his childhood in the Cook Islands, where he grew to love 

the ocean. 
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Iro: At the young age, seven or eight, I would spend every day in the sea and in the 

ocean fishing and out on boats. It just becomes part of you.20 

Later in the film, while standing on the beach with the ocean at his back, Iro draws the 

outer boundary of the marine park in the sand. The film then cuts to a map of the Pacific 

region with a similar marine park boundary at its centre. The visual metaphor here is clear. 

Iro is the creator of the marine park vision and, through him, his extraordinary love of the 

ocean is transfigured into Marae Moana. Iro, in short, is represented as a conduit through 

which the experiential connection with the ocean becomes ascendant. According to this 

subtle logic, his role as mediator is also why Iro, rather than any other member of the 

research team, including traditional leaders, meets with residents of Penrhyn to explain 

what the marine park idea means and uses SeaSketch on his laptop to record their 

experiences and opinions. Like Iro, residents talk about how the ocean is an integral part 

of their identity, but it is only through Iro, and his use of SeaSketch, that their lived 

experience is transfigured into the God position of marine spatial planning. However, given 

the technical and political nature of the task, we might reasonably ask why Iro was the best 

person for the job. At the time of filming, he had little or no technical or rational-legal 

expertise, hence no bureaucratic authority, and held no chiefly titles, hence no traditional 

authority. Regardless, it is Iro who is represented as the primary mediator between 

residents and the state. Near the end of the film, he personally shows the opinions of 

Penrhyn residents, as represented in SeaSketch, to Prime Minister Puna. Finally, the 

narrator simplifies Iro’s complex mediational role with the reductive claim that ‘the 

Geographic Information System will make it easy for the government to define how to use 

the marine park’.  

The film’s ability to smooth over the transposition from the egalitarian ocean to the God 

position, through Iro’s use of marine spatial planning software, may be partly the result of 

dramatic shifts in how we relate to geographic representations of the ocean. Keen 

 
20 For the full video, see ‘World’s Largest Marine Park: Mapping the Blue’. Khaled bin Sultan Living Oceans 
Foundation. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1fTzilnT2zU 
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observers have noticed that since 1972, images of earth that began as the Apollo 17 ‘Blue 

Marble’ photographs have transformed from holistic depictions of Spaceship Earth to 

dynamic and complex, yet virtually navigable, representations via Google Earth and 

Google Ocean. The former has functioned as a secular spiritual icon that conveys the unity 

of mankind (Boes 2014). This was the image conjured by John Kerry when he insisted we 

share nothing so completely as our ocean. Representations by Google, in contrast, allow a 

curious and apparently seamless transition from ascendance to a personal sphere of 

experience and back again. As Helmreich (2011a) notes, applications like Google Ocean 

tend to obscure the God position by transforming images of Spaceship Earth into an 

individualised perspective that can descend from on high and wander almost anywhere on 

the planet. 

However, this smooth scalar transition is likely fictitious and potentially ideological. Woods 

(2014) argues that the seamless transitions between scales that we might find in the 

cinematic smooth zoom effect or, I will add, Google Ocean navigation, ignore scale 

variance. Scale variance is the idea that ‘the observation and the operation of systems are 

subject to different constraints at different scales due to real discontinuities’ (Woods 2014: 

133). That scale variance is obscured in virtual experiences of the ocean is interesting, in 

part because it opens these technologies to analysis of their ideological functions. In a 

classically Marxian sense of distortion, this would be interesting enough because it allows 

us to inquire, along with Helmreich (2011a), into the social realities that these 

representations distort and hide. Scale variance becomes even more significant, however, 

when approached through the framework developed by Ricoeur. Ricoeur allows us to ask 

how mapping technologies may participate in transitions from symbolic integration of 

egalitarian solidarities to the legitimation of hierarchy and how this transition is concealed 

from those who are willing to invest the former, but perhaps not the latter, with legitimacy. 

The concealment of disjuncture between the spatial scale of social life, on one hand, and 

national- or regional-scale mapping projects is, thus, a critical point for questioning the 

symbolic basis of rational-legal authority more generally.  
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In a subtle series of transformations and juxtapositions throughout Mapping the Blue, Kevin 

Iro’s presence as the leader-user of SeaSketch software allows the experiences and 

opinions of Penrhyn residents to become not only a simple and authoritative object of 

state-sponsored technical mapping but also a suasive fulcrum from which to leverage 

international support for the Cook Islands and Marae Moana. Seen in this light, the film is 

a means for viewers to zoom in on the Cook Islands, feel a sense of connection through 

the egalitarian trope, and zoom out to the God position of a global observer. An ambition 

for the film is certainly that the resulting generalised sense of solidarity with the Cook 

Islands will evoke political and economic support that, channelled through NGOs like 

Conservation International, will allow the state to meet its formally declared objectives.  

 

Conclusion   

 

Mapping the Blue is a product of what I have been calling charisma work. The film was 

partially the result of early connections facilitated by charisma workers within Conservation 

International, who also brought Sylvia Earle to the 43rd Pacific Islands Forum Meeting and 

produced promotional videos for Marae Moana and the Pacific Oceanscape that focused 

on the charismatic personalities of Kevin Iro and Anote Tong, and that invoked the 

extraordinary vision of Epeli Hau’ofa. I have described charisma work as a form of labour 

primarily performed by employees of international NGOs that produces social networks 

for, creates media representations of, and facilitates public appearances for leaders already 

recognised in more local contexts. Moreover, charisma workers help craft and promote 

extraordinary visions of solidarity, both as the egalitarian ocean and the God position.  

However, as my Ricoeurian analysis of Mapping the Blue indicates, the labour of charisma 

workers in Oceania reveals an important way in which some Pacific microstates, like the 

Cook Islands, legitimise their rational-legal authority. That is, charisma workers can help 

cultivate an underlying capacity for belief in an extraordinary leader, first within a vision of 
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the egalitarian ocean. The broadly cultivated trust in a charismatic leader is then transferred 

to the God position through additional representations of charismatic leader. In the case 

of Mapping the Blue, this transference is mediated by representations of Kevin Iro and his 

use of SeaSketch. Because the God position is a familiar view from within the administrative 

state, Iro’s act of presenting the opinions of the people of the Cook Islands to Prime 

Minister Puna effects a nearly seamless symbolic transference of trust from the people of 

the Cook Islands, though Iro, to the state, from charismatic to rational-legal authority. 

Finally, it is important that the transference of authority is imperceptible to those who are 

governed. It would remain so without the concepts I have developed here for making it 

visible.  

These tools have been constructed within the specific context of Pacific Island microstates, 

but we might ask how they can be adapted to better understand structural conditions of 

rational-legal authority more generally. That rational-legal authority must somehow be 

legitimised is becoming increasingly obvious where it is faltering, such as when challenged 

by increasingly influential populist movements. In these cases, the once-settled authority 

of state institutions may no longer be taken for granted by the governed. Classic 

sociological sensibilities point toward the increased visibility of charismatic leaders in these 

instances, when either rational-legal or traditional authority loses legitimacy. However, my 

description of charisma workers shifts this focus toward processes through which the state 

might co-opt charismatic authority as a means of re-asserting its legitimate claim to 

authoritative government. By shifting from charismatic authority as a force opposed to 

rational-legal authority toward charisma work as an integrative endeavour, political 

anthropologists and others may gain fresh insights into the workings of power and 

domination in geopolitically precarious times.   
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