Oceania

The Pacific Ocean comprises 1/3 of the entire Earth. There are 25,000 islands in the Pacific, more than in any other ocean. The larger island masses are located in the Southern and Western Pacific, close to the Australian and Asian continents; they usually form arcs. Most of the islands are close enough to each other that they form groups or clusters. This is the portion of the world that is referred to as Oceania.
The islands in the Pacific Ocean are mostly of volcanic origin, which results in crust instability. There are more than 400 active volcanoes in the region, and naturally, there are many earthquakes as well. These islands can be divided into several geological types. Some are continental, which means that they were formed by processes of sedimentation, folding and faulting. Examples are New Zealand, New Guinea, and New Caledonia. Other islands, like Tahiti, Oahu and Ponape are volcanic, which means they were formed by volcanic intrusion. And the third geological type are coral islands that are surrounded by coral reefs that vary in thickness and depth. A well-known example is the Great Barrier Reef, a large system of about 900 islands and over 3000 coral reefs.

The year-round temperatures in the Oceanic region are rather high, but depending on the island’s exact location, there might be substantial differences; for example, areas that are close to the equator have much more rainfall.

In the past, people on the islands used to grow most of their food themselves, and they traded with other people for the materials and resources they did not have. Some plants that are typical for the region are the Coconut Palm, the Sago Palm, the breadfruit, the Pandanus, bananas for cooking, taro, yam, and sweet potatoes. Naturally, people in Oceania eat lots of fish, as well as pig and fish meat.

During Colonial times, the islands were “discovered” by Europeans; soon thereafter, European traders and merchants moved in. Plantations for sugar, coffee, cocoa, and cotton were established. Furthermore, missionaries came to the region to convert the islanders to Christianity. Contact with Europeans resulted in disease, bloodshed, depopulation, confiscation of land, commercial exploitation, and most of all, a disruption of Native lifestyles.

The two major colonial powers of the past in Oceania were Britain and France. The British practiced what is called “indirect rule,” which meant that Native institutions were partly preserved and local affairs were left in Native hands. This happened on Fiji, Tonga and the Cook Islands. The French intervened more directly and wanted to implant French civilization into the region. They destroyed Pacific institutions and replaced them with French ones, for example, in places such as the Society Islands and the Marquesas.

The early 1960s brought decolonization efforts, and a number of islands achieved their independence, e.g., Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands, the Cook Islands, Fiji, Tonga, and Western Samoa. However, today’s Western powers, such as the United States, Australia and France, still try to retain some influence over the Pacific Island region. In addition, depending on the island’s strategic position within the Pacific power field between West and East, some of the islands have been used for military bases by foreign governments.

France has a nuclear weapons testing facility in French Polynesia, and the United States has a number of military bases and missile test ranges on Guam, the Marshall Islands, and in Hawaii. Ironically, the island societies have become dependent on the outside financial resources that pay for these services.

Today, the thousands of islands and atolls in Oceania are inhabited by over 8 million people, and these societies are quite diverse. People from this region have left rural areas and migrated into the cities, or they have migrated into the metropolitan areas of the United States, Australia and New Zealand. For example, many Samoans and Tongans now live in Los Angeles and San Francisco.

