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The Congress of Micronesia
A Unifying and Modernizing Force'

NORMAN MELLER®

In the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands, the Congress of Micronesia (see
Meller, 1969), only four years old, is today bringing a symbolic unity to a region of
the earth joined solely by historical happenstance. As a representative of 93,000
peoples spread over an area greater than that cf the United States, the Congress
has become the interface of Micronesian irritation against Anerican administrative
policy and personnel, and its current demand for greater indigenous participation
in the setting of policy for the Trust Territory may well eventuate in a decision sever-
ing all formal ties of subordination to the United States.

As might be expected cach of the metropolitan nations with possessions in the
Pacific exported to its island peoples the political institutions and processes with
which its administrators were familiar. Thus in Papua-New Guinea {Meller, 1968),
the only other remaining trusteeship, the Australians established a parliamentary
system when they structured the House of Assembly in 1964. and its procedures
have been closely modeled on those observed in Australia, Similarly, the United
States cxported to its Trust Territory in Micronesia the concepts of government
underlying the presidential system, with its separation of powers, checks and
balances.

The Secretarial Order establishing the Congress of Micronesia in 1965 did not
constitute an institutional innovation literally superimposed upon an unsuspecting
population without any regard to 1ts fit, either in terms of preexisting cultural factors
favorable to its functioning, or to the American introduction of oreparatory political
changes leading up to a Territory-wide legislative body. Collegial processes and
forms in the Micronesian cultures predated the advent of Wesiern rule.  The basic
institutions of traditional island government contain the seeds of 1epresentation,
and use of the council or a less-structured group meeting for consultation and
often for the reaching of decisions has been wide spread throughout the arca. The
literal translation of Olbill era Kelulau, the official name of the Palau District
Congress between 1955 and 1963, is “‘meeting place of whispers,” which referred
to the highest traditional political council of the region where negotiations were
carried on by principals through messages whispered to messengers.  In short,
limited forms of representation, influence of pubtic opinion n decision-making, and

! Based on a paper presented at a Symposium on the Political Status of Micronesia held at the
Center for South Pacific Studies of the University of California, Santa Cruz, on March 27-29, 1969.
¢ Department of Political Science, University of Hawaii, Honolulu, Hawaii 96822
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14 Micronesica

familiarity with group processes derived from traditional councils, all facilitated
the adoption and adaptation of the more sophisticated legislative forms of the
West which the American administration fostered.

The reference to “legislatures” and “legislative forms of the West” requires a
word of explanation. It is principally through the ecnactment of statutes that the
modern legislature has derived its saliency. However, carly in their histories,
institutions now referred to as legislatures mn the words of Friedrich (1950), **had
little or no concern with legistation.” Law-making camc later. Indeed, belying
the etymology of the name, there is a strong probability that there are no functional
requirements for or dehmitations to the activities of a legislature. In each political
system it performs those functions appropriate to that system as they have evolved
by virtue of the legislature’s own representative nature and its characteristic group
processes—whether 1t furnishes moneys, grants divorces, conducts wars, chooses
executives, molds a nation’s opinion, or rcdresses grievances against the executive.,
For our purposes, the existence of a representative body, which conducts .is affairs
through collegial processes to the end of taking group action, 1s sufficient to identify
a “legislature.”

In the Trust Territory, district bodies were initially chartered without express
law-making powers, thus they were not considered true legislatuies. Therr assigned
role was merely to serve in an advisory capacity to the American administration.
In fact, in addition to this inchoate legislating function, the individual members of
each district body collectively became not only a source of intelligence to the district
administrator, but also a major 1eturn conduit for the dissemination of information
about the district’s admuustration.  Allied to this communication function has
been the material contribution which these district legislative bodies have made to
the structuring of public opmion. Until they began grappling with district-wide
problems, and in turn aided their constituents in looking beyond the boundaries
of their village or island, it is difficult to detect the evistence of any but a narrowly
parochial. public opinion. By wvirtue of the district legislature, a district identity
has emerged from what had been, at best, localized concern. Early, the district
bodies undertook to encourage the formation of trading companies, and in their
attempt to foster commercial trading, blurred the line between private and public
enterprise and thus tied therr regions more closely together. Direct involvement
in administration and oversight of the district’'s administrative agencies—this
apart from the possession or exercise of law-making powers—also swelled the scope
of the district legislative functions, even if not originally intended at the time of
their chartering.

The shifting from advisory to full legislating powers occurred so gradually
that the assumption of legislating authority by the district bodies is recognizable
primarily in retrospect. Technically, this “legally” occurred when the *‘power of
resolution upon any subject™ was granted to the Palau Congress by charter in 1955,
and to this power was joined the seemingly innocuous clause neccssitating the High
Commissioner to act upon these resolutions within 180 days, under penaliy of their
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becoming effective should he fail to do so. Actually, even before the first district
bndies convened, it was recognized that in the absence of contravening American
directive, their expression of local opinion was likely to carry the weight of legislative
decision. Therr effective exercise of law-mahing was really delayed by virtue of
Micronesia’s pre-contact past, when the indigene lived according to custom, without
differentiated institutions modifyving, consolidating, mterpreting, or pumtnely
enforcing it The exercise of legislating powers by the district bodies consequently
waited upon the comprehension of the Western conceptual underpinnings of law,
as distinct from custom applicd through a reciprocal set of relattonships.  Because
of this, and not just lateness in the express granting of legiskating powers, the
district legislatures established by the Americans 1 the Trust Territory were per-
forming other functions appropriate to their collegal form and representative charuc-
ter before they began enacting laws.

The slow, incremental growth of the various district legislatures may also be
attributed to other causes. The Micronesian ignorance of the role and mechanics
of legislative bodics modeled on modern lines. indigenous cultural patterns which
encourage passivity 1n group situations and frown on face-to-face confrontations,
and the general lack of knowledge concerning the workings of the American-spon-
sored district government all furmsh partial explanations,  Absence of control over
the expenditure of federally approp.iated funds, and the broad area of action pre-
empted by the scope of the Trust Territory Code likewise contributed to discouraging
indigenous assumption of dircction over district affairs. Now, with nearly two
decades of experience with regional legislative bodies, the Micronestans—at least
those “acculturated” indigenes living closest to the district centers—show little
reluctance to utilize the legislative nstitution in their endeavors to excrcise ever
greater powers of sclf-government.

The introduction of ihe district legislatures supphied the foundauon for the
subsequent establishment of a Territory-wide lemslature.  More 1immediately,
the way for founding the Congress of Micronesta was prepared by a variety of ter-
ritorial precursors.  As early as 1949, the United States reported to the United Na-
tions that the Legislative Advistory Committce, comprised of territorial department
heads, was intended to be the nucleus for an independent territo1y-wide legislature;
the original design was to expand the Committee by the addition of Micronesian
representatives until the executine members could be discontinued.  Simultaneous
with these tentative cfforts along the model of the Enghsh Legislative Council,
the Navy also experimented with the use of representative advisory conferences or
councils, with the first direct representation of Micronesians in a territory-wide meet-
ing taking place on Guam in September of 1949.

The crucial step leading directly to the creation of a territorial legislature oc-
curred in 1956 with the conveniag of an inter-district conference of Micronesian
leaders, later renamed the “‘Council of Micronesta.” This Council ultimately
became the vehicle for the structuring of 1ts successor Congress. Of course, the
Micronesian involvement w-.s but part of the total effort, for forces contributing
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to the founding and delineation of the new Congress were at work on the national
and international levels as well. Informal discussions between the delegates at that
first meeting on Guam in 1956 disclosed a shared determination to work toward
setting up a “‘group representing the whole Territory” and the existence of a con-
sensus among the delegates that 1t was possible to do so without necessity of a
common Micronesian culture.

The process of drawing up the charter for the Congress of Micronesia extended
over a period of several years. Micronesians received every encouragement to
state their position fully, and the Council of Micronesia debatcd long over the
charter’s provisions; nevertheless, in its totality the operation was beyond their capa-
city. This appraisal of the limits to the Micronesian role does not reduce its impor-
tance, for in the final product the ethnocentricity of the Trust Territory emerged
triumphant, at least to the extent of adding a second house and thereby safeguarding
district identity and slowing down action to protect traditional ways. It is only
a reflection on the linutation of man’s prescience that the Senate, with 1ts two-man
delcgation from each of the six districts, proved to be the more radical chamber of
the bicameral Congress, and the population-based, 2i-membered House of Re-
presentatives has served as the cautious brake on change. For the most part, the
administering authority tackled the problem of charter drafting warily, appreciating
that the developing political sclf-consciousness within the Trust Ternitory and the
internrational setting which subjected the stewardship of the United States to periodic
scrutiny assured the irreversibility of any power once granted.  On the other hand,
amendments to the Secretarial Order establishing the Congress could always be
made unilaterally by further order should any of its provisions prove too restrictive,
Indeed, even before the first Congiess met, the first amendments weie forthcoming,
and the continuance of therr ssuance gives the impression that the drafung of the
Congresstonal charter is vet in process.

The Congress of Micronesia has now met in four regular July sessions, and just
recently, in a winter session following the elections of 1968.  Like the district legisla-
tures, in which most of the Congressmen received their apprenticeship training, it
has not been particularly distinguished either by the volume of legislation enacted or
the degree of dutection it has been able to exert by way of administrative oversight
of the American-headed territorial administration, Rather, at this stage of its
development, the major contribution of the Congress has been integrative, and by
virtue of this, probably more far reaching than the sum total of all the individual
bills introduced which it might have enacted. This but reiterates the fact that the
prominence of law-making by the modern legislature cloaks the fuller scope of its
functions and provides no adequate measure of the institution’s impact. Just as in
numerous subtle ways a district identity has emerged from the founding of the dis-
trict legislatures and the growth of a district-wide outlook, the same process of
promoting Micronesian unity was to be tied with the initiation of an all-Trust-Ter-
ritory-idemity,

The role of the legislature as a vehicle for building political integration is lost
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sight of in thos» countries whose legislatures have long since been merged nto a single
tapestry of government. In the Trust Territory, whose capacity as a separate polity
has yet to be determined, the Congress of Micronesia icpresents the sole all-Mi-
cronesian agency for achieving chat purpose.  As phrased by Representative Tman
at the first session of the Congress:  *'If we had passed but only one good piece of
legislation for the people of Micronesia, we have accomplished something unpre-
cedented in our history,” By allowing members from all districts of the Territory
to work in consort toward a common end, the Congress has helped to dispel inter-
district suspicion, something which the Council of Micronesia never succeeded in
accomplishing.  The mere presence of the Congress has had a cohesive eliect by
bringing pointedly to the attention of the Chamoiros on Swipan the realization
that the pecple of other districts are not “*savages’™ and that therr Smpanese poli-
ticlans arc not necessartly supertor to the Caroliman. In personal terms, oul of
this mceting grew an intimate sense of sohidmity,  There are mdonvidual as well as
district differences, that 1s true, but that is not enough to offset the prevailing feel-
in7 of brotherhood. In collecttve terms, from the Congiess theie emerged the
beginning of a Micrenesian “selt.”

This contitbution to the butlding of Micronesian unity has 1esalted not alone
from action taken by the Congress, but the very existence of the Congiess as a syin-
bol of Micronestan popular government, In the first Congress, 1t was embodied
in such legislation as the designation of Mictonesian Day, marhimg the convening
of the Congress, and by the first bill to be enacted by the Congiess (Public Low
1-1) desenbing the Trust Territory flag and speafymg the manner i which 1t 1s 1o
be displayed. The sigmficance of this flag bill emerges when viewed against the
bachdrop of lustory, for such unanimous approval would have been mconcenvable
fifteen years previously.  Under the Navy admmistration, Micronesian objection
had been taised to a contest for the design of a Micronestan flag and cventually
the project was quictly abandoned.  The Marshallese had questioned the value of
adopting a terntorial flag. addmg, “without something greater, something stionger,
something that each cultural group looks up to, a mere flag won't unify the peoples
of the Trust Tetritory.”  Simularly, the fiist petition recened by a United Nations
Visiting Mission was {rom the people of Rota, who protested the use of a Trust
Territory flag. Much has transpired in the intervening period, and in the Congiess
of Micronesia the people of the Trust Tertitory now find somethimg they could “look
up to,” a unifying purpose, and the iflag was but ity mamfestation. When the
Trust Territory acquited a sccond DC-4 wir-plane at the end of 1963, 1t was only
appropriate that 1t be named “The Congress of Micronesty,” and be welcomed
ceremontously by cach district’s congressional delegation as i traversed the flight
routes across the Territory.  When the plane reached the last district headquarters,
on Palau, 1t was met with the singing of the Micronesian nattonal anthem, “7iy
Here We are Plcdging.”

Unlike the experience of parliaments in former British Africa (Stultz. 1968),
or the observed performance in 1967 of the average indigenous Member of Papua-
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New Guinea’s first House of Assembly, the ordinary Congressmen in the United
States Trust Territory do not hold to the role of a delegate, only raising “specific
problems and gricvances of their constituencies” and seldom adcquately airing
broad questions of public policy. The Congress of Micronesia at its initial session
distinguished itself by approaching its tash with the purpose of legislating for
the Territory as a whole. Very little effort was expended in singling out an admi-
nistrative district or a locul area for Congiessional attention.  Of the 204 bulls, joint
resolutions, and single house resolutions sponsored at that session, only ten measures
carried reference to named districts or parts of a district in any way pertinent to future
governmental action, and of these, two were administiation bills applying to Kwa-
jalein.  Of course this fraction of special and local legislation was bound to grow,
as Congressmen succumbed to the political reality of introducing “pap” bills for
home consumption. However, the Congressional emphasis on matters of general
concern persists and was demonstrated as late as the 1968 session, the most recent
for which full data are as yet available, by the Congressmen foregoing the parochial
temptation of carmarkmg for local capital improvements the $280,000 of Terri-
torial moneys wvailable for expenditure, mstead. they appropriated all of the money
to a Terntory-wide scholarsiup fund.

The establishment of the Congress and its attendant elections have encouraged
wider political imolvement of the Territory’s residents and stimulated greater interest
in government at district and local levels,  Pohtical party activity in the Marnanas
and the Palau distniets reportediy has been spurred o new heights.  In the Yap
district. the Outer Island effort to mstigate the formation of a Yap district-wide
legislature stems directly from their people’s participation m the first congressional
elections, and then chiefs” realization that Outer Island 1solation 1s no longer feasible
as the Trust Terntory becomes a more clesely knit unit.  In the Trust Territory,
political sophistication normally has been introduc :d downward, in that the methods
and techniques employed 1n the distriet government have spilled over to the conduct
of mumaipal government, rather than the reverse.  Now it 1s the procedures of the
new Congress which are beginning to shape the operations of the district legis-
latures,

Along with these msututional changes, and greater political participation of
Micronesians through the legislative process, an attitudinal change appears to
have occurred in the Territory’s political elite, which in simplistic terms may be called
“anti-Americamsyt It has taken such form as the statement made in 1968 before
the Congress by Scnator Kabua from the Marshall Islands, who is now President
of the reorgamzed Senate:

With only a few exceptions, Micronesia has been subject to a succession of unskii'ed,
unquahfied, mept, disinterested adminstration personnel, hiding under the protection of
the pecubiar laws of United States Civil Service, many cf them, according to the American
themselves, rejects from other government posts: most of them interested only in the money
they can save working out here. They have often patronized us to an offensive degree; they
have promised us everything for the use of our islands, ard they have given us nearly nothing,
Our roads, sccording to American visitors themselves, are the worst in the world.  Our hos-
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pitals exist only in the district centers, and are in most cases a disgrace. The public educational
system given us is so bad as to be tragic. Economic help is nil, resources development non-
existent. Housing, except for American personnel, is on a par with slum conditions. There
is no elcctrification, except around the American houses in the district centers, no water systems
except for usc of Americans.  Many of our outer 1slands sce a field trip no more than a few
times a year.

Actually, this has roots stretching back into post World War IT Micronesian
political history when district legislatures were first orgamized. At that tme the
cleavage betwern “our” (Micronesian} government and the “American™ govern-
ment first cmerged, and in one guise or another has continued untl this day. At
the district level, Micronesians still do not identify with the district edmimstration,
this despite the increase of Micronesians holding policy-making admuinistratiy e posts,
and the diminishing relative number of Americans employed.  Earlv recogmtion
of the cleavage lead the High Commissioner to transfer cach district treasurer-
tax collector from the district legislature, and made him subject to the supervision
of the district administrator. In this way, he sought to truncate the development
of a “Micronesian” administration under the control of the district legislature which
was separate from that under the district admimistrato Although legally severed.
the divorce was ineffecuve n termmaiing the relationship between legislature and
treasurcr-tax collector, so that the office’s situs remaims ambiguous.  More recently,
independent commissions are being set up by district law with admmstrative powers
not subject to the direction of the district admustrator wnd unles., prevented by
the adverse ruling of the Territory's attorney general, the district legredatures
propose to name the members of these boards.  With funds nuw bemg channeled
through the Micronesian legislative bodies to administ. ative mstitutions created
and staffed by these legislatures, 1t becomes possible to separate “Micronesian
government” from “American government,” and to regard the latter ultimately
as surplusage. Given the institutional friction, as well as the opportumty for
personal vendetta, mherent in the doctrine of separation of powers, disagreement
between American exccutive and Micronesian legislative branches was certam to
surface once the district legislator became more conversant with lus role, and more
skillful in the utilization of his powers. All of this has contributed to the growth
of a generalized anti-American attitude as personaltzed differences (but still associated
with pro-American attitudes, are gziving way to a suspicion of all American mten-
tions, this despite individual Mi-jonesians maintaining cordial relationships with
specific Americans,

Consciously or unconsciously helping to build the syndrome of anti-American
suspicion is the Trust Territory's new class of professional politicians fostered by
the Congress of Micronesia. The recent necessity for the Congressmen to elect
whether to remain in their government employment or to become full-time legis-
lators paid from federal funds, assured the institutionalizing of their separate legis-
lative role.  Shortly this process may be replicated at the district level when holding
office in more than the legislative branch will be foreclosed to district legislators.
It can be anticipated that henceforth the legislator as an elected professional poli-
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tician may find it rewarding to questicn American good faith in his perpetual search
for local support and constituency backing, and because of a greater political so-
phistication he will continue to usc varicus techniques tu influence public opinion
be they dispatches delivered to the pritform committees of the Democratic or Re-
publican Parties of the United States, messages sent to the members of the U 5.
Congress or the United Nations, appeals 10 the governments of Japan or the U.5.5.R.
for financial assistance. which are meant to embariass the United States, specchea
delivered before Micronesian service clubs and other organized groups, or less
formahzed statements made by indiidual legislators. At the very least, the theme
of *Micronesia for the Mictonesians™ is bound to become the professional legislator’s
rallying cry.  Atats extreme, it will contribute to an anti-American paranoia which
will have the Congress mterpreting all commumcations and administrative actions
as confirmation of Amerncan perfidy.

This new sensitivity - Micronestan-American political relations 1s well illu-
strated (Richard. 1957) by a recent meident on Palau, when the suniey ciew of the
U.S.S. Tanner was accused of occupying jropeity and destroying “crops and other
uscable trees. . without first obtaming permisston from the owners. They have
done the destruction first, and now they are asking for pernussion which is alicady
oo late.”  Underlyimg this, of course, was fear that the Navy activity presaged
the return of U. S. military forces to Palau  But of immediate refevance, it 1s sig-
nificant that the accusation was sent directly 1o the Congress of Micronesta and there
became the basis of stiong remonstrations,

Upon examination, the details of the meident assume perspective. Palauan
permission for occupancy nad been obtamed, but allegedly not from the nght
Palauan chiefs  The current ahgament of the two pohtical parties in Palau also
enters the picture, with the Liberal Party being strongly anti-American and the seat
of its power i good part identified with the arca of the old Koror Confederation.
In opposition, the Progiessive Party s more disposed toward working with the
American Adminstratuon, and much of 1ts voting stiength apparently now rests
in what was once the competing Meleheok Confederation. It was Toedul, Para-
mount Chicef of the former, who made the charges agaivst the Navy survey mvolve-
ment, while Paramount Chief Reklai personally expressed his satisfaction with the
manner 1n which the charting orcration was undertaken and with 1its benefits to
Palau in the ficld of navigation. Hete the roots of ¢ disagreement over the pro-
priety of a specific American act pierced through the veneer of introduced political
parties to traditonal Palauan cleavages witih the titular Paramount chiefs aligned
with their respective areas against each other, und with the Congress of Micronesia
taking up the rssue, it assumed Territory-wide importance.

Chief Hammer DeRoburt, Presiden. of the Republic of Nauru, noted in his
address to a joint meeting of the Congress of Micronesia in January, 1969, that
Nauruans “are in full accord with what 1 believe was the view of the people of
Western Samoa at one time, that even good government is no substitute for self-
government.” The remark struck a very responsive chord among the political
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elite of the Trust Territory, particularly against the backdrop of the Congress once
again serving as a forum for mobilizing the nascent nationalism in Micronesia.
Talk of independence is heavy medicine, and more and more the professional
politicians of Micronesia arc being swayed by the rhetoric of full internal self-govern-
ment, if not complete independence.  And it is precisely at this point that the
Congress of Micronesia will play the crucial part.  In the words of Congressmun
Salii: “As the only branch of the Trust Territory government which is clected by
the people, we have the gieat responstbiity of not only considering the alternatives
in reccommending courses of action but we must make the decistons  OFf course,
the final deciston will be made by all the people of Micronesia, but 1y the sefection
of alternatives, and the program of public education which presents these alternatinves
to the people, we must play the pnmury role.”

More than two decades ago. John Embice (1946) foresaw accwately that
Micronesia faced two fundamental types of problems, one political and the other
economic, and that “before any 1eal cconomic development can take place political
questions must be answered.”™  Muagor cconomie development m the Trust Ter-
ritory 1n part stll awaits deternination of what is to be the final political status of
the Trust Territory: massive private mvestinent cannot run the rish of an uncertan
political future, and the politically articulate Micronesian recognizes that nuassine
public myvestnent constitutes a form of seduction which may ultimately bind M-
cronesia to the United States. and at the very least carnies the seed of un lermining the
Micronesian culture.  Embree thiough his anthropological studies could foresee
the importance of the pohtical element. and 1ts need for resolution, but he probably
could not have anticipated polhities restating those very studies. Today, the young,
polemic Micronesian, fired by the rise of the Micronesian myth and bulwaiked by
the functiomng of Micronesian legislative ainstitutions at the district and Trust
Territory Ievel, has begun to challenge the anthrapological writings of two decades
ago, insisting that they demean the capacity of the Micronesians tor self-govern-
ment.  Since one of the functions of the state in the novel 7984 was to rewrite
history, perhaps the anthropologmists who have worked - Mictonesia ought to
anticipate that ther attempts at creatmg a record of unwritten history may similarly
share the same fate.  Who knows but that in the service of facilitating Micronesia’s
political development, the Congress of Micronesia will some day pass laws restating
the traditions of ancient Micronesta so as to mehe the past accord with modern
political necds.
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