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The Pacific: the coming of

the ancestors

BY ANTONIO GUERREIRO
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The world of islands that is the Pacific
Ocean embraces very many different
cultures. But from the Ryukyus of Japan, to
Samoa and Tahiti, local mythology largely

agrees on how the islands came into being.
In the Japanese archipelago of Yaeyama,
rituals and oral tradition recall the customs
of Oceania. A myth current in one of these
islands, Ishigaki-jima, tells how the gods and
the ancestors created them.
Once upon a time, it goes, the sun god
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A ritual canoe race on lriomote
in Japan’'s Ryukyu Islands. It
takes place during Shichi, a
festival held to obtain a new
year blessing from gods and
ancestors.

ordered another god, Amang, to come down
from the sky to create an island on earth.
Amangdid so and mixed sand and earth with
the end of his spear. From this mixture, the
firstisland sprang. Then, in the pandanus palm
forest which grew up on the island, he created
the hermit crab, amang-cha. Next he gave the
crab human seed, and a pair of human beings,
amanand a woman, eventually emerged from
the crab’s hole in the sand.

On the west coast of the neighbouring















sky and revealed it to them. The same kind of
thing is said about many islands in the
Mediterranean and in all seas in volcanic areas
of the world—islands that suddenly rise up
and then disappear as quickly as they came,
but are never forgotten.

To the ancient Greeks, 1slands were not the
product of natural phenomena but were usu-
ally the result of a god’s wish. Hence the idca
of their uncertain destiny, that even the biggest
and apparently most solid of them could sud-
denly slip beneath the waves like Atlantis.
They are shifting universes, unstable and
threatened, at the mercy of the elements and
the whims of the gods. Zeus himself couldn’t
make a whole continent disappear at once, but
anisland he could.

And so the Greeks’ dream island is also a
utopia from which danger and uncertainty have
been banished, islands of tranquillity in a
chaotic world, isolated but also protected, places
where you can live off your own resources. In
short, a paradise where nothing is forbidden,
where there is no serpent and above all no sur-
veillance or interference by the gods.

World history is full of imaginary islands.
They include Alcina (in Ariosto’s Orlando
Furioso), Altruria (in William Dean Howells’
novel A Traveller from Altruria), Antangil

(in Joachim du Moulin’s History of the Great
Am?dern and Admirable Kingdom of Antangil),
poet S fresh Atlantis (described by Plato in the Critias),
. . Balnibarbi, Laputa and Glubdubdrib (in
lnterpr etation Of Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels), Barataria
: (dreamed up by Cervantes), Bensalem (in
the meanlng Of Francis Bacon’s Nova Atlantis), the Island of
the Homeric the Blest (described by Lucian of Samosata in
§ his True History), the Island at the End of the
herO SEPICVOYAZC  Earth (Edgar Allan Poe), Edgar Rice Bur-
roughs’ Caspak, Circe’s island and Calypso’s
island in the Odyssey, Ikaria (in Etienne
Cabct’s Icarie) and the island of the Immor-

tals (Jorge Luis Borges).

I will stop the list here, at the letter I,
because it will take too long to get to U and
the distant lands of Utopia and anyway the
letter I is especially interesting when talking
about Greek islands.

An epic homeward journey

Only three of them start with I—Ios, the sup-
posed birthplace of Homer, Ikaria, where
Icarus is said to have fallen to carth on his
flight from Crete, and Ithaka, the birthplace of
Ulysses. Of the three, Ithaka has played a key
part in Greek dreams about their islands.
Ulysses” wife Penelope was also from there, as
“Ulysses and His Companions  was his son Telemachus. It was where the voy-
Embarkingafter the Trojan age to Troy began and where it ended. In
War’, a 1dth-century Italian Homer’s epic, it was the ideal island—a place to
miniature. P P
settle, butalso a place you left and returned to,
aplace apart from the world but living from
its links with it.

Ulysses is an excellent example of an inhab-
itant of such a place—somcone oftenaway from
theisland, sometimes exiled, somcone who felt
intensely homesick. This was cven the first »

Polyphemus the Cyclops

has his eye put out by

his prisoner, Ulysses.

Detail from a 7th-century-B.C.
Greek amphora.

© Dagli Orti, Parts Eleusis Museum (Greece)
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Discouraging war and strengthening peace are two

sides of the same coin. Democracies do not have to be vul-
nerable. Citizens must feel that they are protected by the
rule of law and take pride in its enforcement. For these
reasons we need a new concept of security and of the role
of the armed forces. Astronomical sums are today ear-
marked by states to protect their territory from potential
international enemies. Civil society is left completely
exposed, and watches with dismay the establishment of
regimes which fill daily life with terror and suffering,
while intensive and profitable trading in weapons of
mass destruction continues all over the world.

A shared reponsibility

The seeds of non-violence, tolerance and solidarity must
be sown very early. This is the only way in which peace
can become cultural, i.e. inherent in the organization of
lifein society. We must plant the seeds today if they are
to bear fruit tomorrow. This germination will take place
in the schools. This is why education is the key to the dif-
ferent future that we desire for our children.

Education frees individuals and empowers them to
shape their future, to accept or reject according to
their own judgement, to act always “by their own
lights”. The prime beneficiaries of this education are,
of course, the excluded, but lifelong education is of
concern to all, rich and poor, scholars and the wider
public, heads of government and ordinary citizens.
Forliving together in a spirit of good understanding is
a collective and shared responsibility.

This is UNESCO’s field of action. It promotes the
transfer of knowledge and the access of all to the com-
munications media, without which reforming ideas do
not circulate. Freedom of expression s a prerequisite
of justice. And laws are only justif all citizens have the
right to express their views.

This is why UNESCO is constantly reminding gov-
ernments that education is a fundamental right for all
and as such must be accorded political and budgetary
priority by states. A country’s development depends on
improving the level of education of its people. There
is a direct link between reorganizing budgetary prior-

ities in this way and the achievement of sustainable
socio-economic development. Subsidies and loans from
outside sources can make a valuable contribution for
a time, but external aid ean never replace a nation’s
political commitment to the education of allits citizens
as a matter of top priority.

The conscience of humanity

Education is a priority mission for UNESCO, but not its
only task. These tasks are many, and all are linked to
the promotion of the ideal of peace set forth in the Pre-
amble to its Constitution.

UNESCO works to safeguard the heritage—natural,
cultural (tangible and intangible), genetic and ethi-
cal—and fosters creativity in an endeavour to build the
cultural heritage of the future. Through far-reaching
programmes on the environment (Man and the Bios-
phere, oceanography, hydrology and geology) and in
the social sciences (MOST), UNESCO encourages sci-
entific rigour in research and fosters the establishment
of exchange networks for reflection and training capa-
ble of providing rapid and sound solutions to many of
the questions facing humanity. The World Science
Conference to be held in 1999 will present a retro-
spective of the major scientific achievements of the
century.

The Universal Declaration on the Human Genome,
based on the excellent work carried out over the past
five years by the International Bioethics Committee, is
the first ethical and legal framework of worldwide
scope on a subject that is profoundly scientific and
human, as well as being a major standard-setting con-
tribution made to humanity by UNESco.

It must never be forgotten, however, that at the end
of the day it is up to nations to put all these ideals into
practice by ineorporating guidelines into their laws and
striving to reach the goals that they, with others, have
set at international conferences. In accordance with its
mandate UNESCO is required to denounce any situations
or actions that are contrary to the standards and ethical
values so clearly laid down in its Constitution. For
UNESCO is also a conscience of humanity. |
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