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Abstract: This article embraces a postcolonial view for analyzing the German NGO Pazifik Netzwerk e.V. 
In doing so the authors shed light on the critical awareness that an intercultural NGO should have, and 
thereby contributes to the political commitment many associate with postcolonialism. The NGO Pazifik 
Netzwerk e.V. is engaged in making the political, economic, ecological and cultural situation of the 
Pacific island states known to a broad public in German-speaking countries. Firstly, relying on different 
postcolonial theorists, four criteria of postcolonialism are carved out that are then matched against 
the NGO. Overall, the analysis shows how the NGO does not sit outside power relations, sometimes 
contributing to inequality and stereotyping, even though it aims to do otherwise and tries to counteract 
this. While some cases affiliated with ‘othering’ can and should be avoided, others prove to be more 
difficult given the NGO’s western foundation.
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Postcolonial studies are currently among the most influential of critical interventions 
because the colonial period had such major impacts on cultures, societies and econo-
mies. Postcolonialism is concerned with representations, power relations and exploi-
tation, often focusing on discourses and their impact. This article examines the work 
of an intercultural NGO, Pazifik Netzwerk e.V, treating it as an ‘object’ of postcolonial 
inquiry. The conception and activities of the NGO will be appraised. Pazifik Netzwerk 
(translated: Pacific Network) is a German non-profit organisation that aims to make the 
political, economic, ecological and cultural situation of the Pacific island states known 
to a broad public in German-speaking countries. There are two main reasons for this 
analysis. Firstly, “[t]he development of richer theories of nonprofits must include a sus-
tained focus on how communication and organizing are inextricably linked with power” 
(Dempsey, 2012) because NGOs are not outside of power-relations and have their 
own dynamics. And postcolonialism is specifically attentive towards intercultural power-
relations. Secondly, postcolonialism provides a framework which can (help to) dig up 
constraints or disclosures of traditional Western analysis as postcolonialism is critical 
of “[...] conceptual mastery and complete understanding typically desired by Western 
inheritors rationality and scientific searches for knowledge [...]” (Hanchey, 2018). Ad-
ditionally, the authors hope to shed light on the critical awareness that an intercultural 
NGO should have from a postcolonial point of view, and thereby contribute to the po-
litical commitment many associate with postcolonialism.
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Method and Approach
Methodologically, the article is a the-

oretical analysis utilizing some of  the 
criteria of  postcolonial theory to exa-
mine the principles and activities of  
one NGO. The aim is to offer a per-
spective on the Pazifik Netzwerk from 
the standpoint of  postcolonial theory. 
Empirical data on Pazifik Netzwerk 
is mainly based on sources from the 
NGO itself, and therefore is limited 
in scope. Likewise, it should be kept 
in mind that the authors are German 
and one of  them is part of  the Pazifik 
Netzwerk. 

For this postcolonial examination, 
firstly a brief  understanding of  post-
colonial theory is provided, naming 
four criteria of  postcolonialism. The 
understanding of  postcolonialism and 
the criteria we use have been debated, 
but this is not addressed. These crite-
ria are then matched against the NGO, 
but with a certain degree of  generali-
zation, enough to develop a reasona-
ble base for carving out a postcolonial 
perspective on the Pazifik Netzwerk. 

Understanding of post- 
colonialism

Postcolonial theory is a collective 

term for a large number of  theories 
that deal with historical and current 
power and knowledge relations that 
are related to colonialism and its ongo-
ing influence to this day (Mignolo, 
2005). It therefore helps us under-
stand the network of  relationships 
between the past and the present. The 
concept of  postcoloniality contains 
three dimensions: the description of  
historical situations after the end of  
colonialism; how knowledge is shaped 
by colonialism; and an analysis of  the 
aftermath of  colonial power - among 
the colonized and the colonizers (Mes-
serschmidt, 2007). Postcoloniality is 
not limited to the period following the 
end of  colonialism, but marks the per-
sistence and presence of  the colonial 
experience (Ha, 2004).

Edward Said's study “Orientalism” 
(Said, 1978) is often considered the 
founding document of  postcolonial 
theory, concerned with the impact of  
representations on power relations 
between the colonized and colonizers, 
as well as their interdependence. Since 
then postcolonial theory has, on the 
one hand, combined a multiplicity of  
dissonant voices and perspectives, and 
on the other, it counteracts the stan-

dardization and unification of  scien-
tific theorizing (Ha, 2011). Never-
theless, four central concerns can be 
formulated, which will be the basis for 
the analysis of  Pazifik Netzwerk:

1. The analysis of  the construction 
of  othering, meaning the personal 
and external representations of  peo-
ple and cultures in a historical process 
characterized by structural inequality 
(Amos and Parmar, 1984; Mohanty, 
1997; Said, 1978). Othering describes 
the process of  positively highligh-
ting oneself  or one’s social image 
by branding another or something 
else negatively and classifying it as 
different, i.e. ‘foreign’, be it because 
of  race, geographical location, ethical 
position, environment or ideology. 
In this differentiation lies potential 
hierarchical and stereotypical thinking 
to legitimate and improve one's own 
position (Spivak, 1985).

2. The study of  power relations, 
exploitation and hierarchies stabilized 
by cultural representation and poli-
tical control (Bhabha, 1994; Hooks, 
1989; Spivak, 1988, 1994). Within 
postcolonial theory, the importation 
of  Western knowledge into the for-
mer colonies, and its significance, is 
considered. Beyond that, the inter-
dependence of  knowledge produc-
tion and imperialism as well as the 
destruction of  pre-colonial know-
ledge are problematized (Conrad, 
2008).

3. The analysis of  colonization as 
a violent process of  subject consti-
tution, that creates the ‘domestica-
ted other’ through pedagogical and 
performative practices (Hooks, 1994; 
2003; 2010). For example, develop-
ment assistance and charitable acts 
conceal economic and geopolitical 
interests. Here, within the framework 
of  a Eurocentric epistemology based 
on the modernization approach of  
development theory, the origins of  
the wealth of  the countries of  the 
'First World' are detached from the 
conditions of  colonialism and instead 
linked to discourses of  progress and 
rationality, as products of  Euro-
pean enlightenment. ‘Those’ people, 
following ‘our’ example, experience 
‘development’ (Kapoor, 2008).

4. The transformation of  colonial 
concepts that construct the colonial 
subject as an object incapable of  
action into (self-)empowering action 
concepts (Bhabha, 1994; Hooks, 
1989). 

Figure 1: Celebration Publication "All just Savages": 20 years of Pazifik-Netzwerk, 1988-2008.
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Figure 2: West Papua: destroyed paradise.

Furthermore, it should be noted that 
many postcolonial authors consider 
their theoretical view is also a political 
commitment, and they demand practi-
cal interventions and show commit-
ment to overturning colonial language, 
discourses and hierarchies.

Introduction of Pazifik  
Netzwerk

Pazifik Netzwerk is a German non-
profit organization which was founded 
in 1988 and consists of  Pacific groups 
joining forces from all over Germany. 
It is secular and politically indepen-
dent. The Pacific groups of  which the 
Pazifik Netzwerk consists are mainly 
groups of  German and Austrian citi-
zens with some Pacific Islanders mig-
rants among them. The groups operate 
independently, engaging in different 
activities from political and educatio-
nal to cultural and leisure focused.

It has set itself  the task of  making 
the political, economic, ecological 
and cultural situation of  the Pacific 
island states known to a broad public 
in German-speaking countries. It sup-
ports non-governmental organizations 
in Europe and Oceania to promote a 
nuclear-free and independent Pacific. 
Promoting international understan-
ding and respect is an important part 
of  its work, along with supporting 
the right to self-determination of  the 
peoples of  Oceania, and counterac-
ting environmental degradation and its 
impact on the Pacific Islands (Pazifik 
Netzwerk e.V., 2019a).

The organisation's main foci are: 
Nuclear tests and their consequences, 
climate change and sea level rise, rapa-
cious mining, conflict management 
and peacebuilding, the endangerment 
of  biodiversity, clearcutting of  forests, 
and the sinking and burning of  indus-
trial and nuclear waste (op. cit., 2019a).

Pazifik Netzwerk and  
Othering

We begin with the first characteri-
zation of  a postcolonial view above, 
comparing it with Pazifik Netzwerk’s 
work.

The organization clearly addres-
ses the traditional myths of  a Pacific 
paradise and barbaric savages, as well 
as newer external representations of  
Pacific peoples as underdeveloped, 
poor, small, isolated and insignificant. 
In the mission statement: “It is at the 
heart of  the Pacific Network’s work 
to contribute to the deconstruction 

of  biased perceptions and to promote 
a more realistic and comprehensive 
view, through vivid connections to 
this area of  the world and through 
public outreach” (Struck-Garbe and 
Garbe, 2008). 

An example of  work relating to this 
is the conference “Alles nur Wilde” (all 
just savages) which aims at countering 
the stereotypical views of  savage and 
barbaric Pacific islanders (Fig. 1) (Pazi-
fik Netzwerk e.V., 2019b).

However, the Pazifik Netzwerk 
does not always make counteracting 
these prejudices its primary objec-
tive. It sometimes uses stereotypes to 
make its activities catchy and to reach 
a less critically aware audience. For 
example, the romanticized representa-
tion of  a Pacific paradise is used for 
an advertisement stating “Westpapua 
– zerstörtes Paradies” (Westpapua – 
destroyed paradise) (Fig. 2) (Pazifik 
Netzwerk e.V., 1994; Kleiner, 2003). 
Other images used include include 
women dancing on Pacific beaches, 
and Tahiti music and hula dancing. 
Also, Pazifik Netzwerk does this while 
being part of  structural inequality as 
a German organization, dominated 
by German citizens in contrast to the 
Pacific Islanders and hence, respon-
sible for the curation and display of  
‘othering’ imagery. Admittedly, this 
is an advertisement trying to disclose 
external representations and therefore 
fighting the othering process. Perhaps 
the cause therefore justifies the means. 
Nevertheless, it still has to be ack-
nowledged that this type of  imagery 
of  ‘wildness’ contributes to external 
representation.

Pazifik Netzwerk, Power 
Relations and Exploitation

The second aspect of  a postcolonial 
view is more concerned with the per-
petuation of  power inequalities. Pazi-
fik Netzwerk fights nuclear testing in 
the Pacific, clarifying its consequen-
ces, and it strongly opposes the USA's 
and France’s continued exploitation 
of  the Pacific Islands. Exploitation 
was supported by cultural representa-
tions and political influence and con-
trol, which Pazifik Netzwerk tries to 
counteract. The misconception that 
Pacific nations are small, isolated and 
insignificant was a big contributor to 
the efforts of  the hegemonic powers 
to test nuclear weapons in the Pacific. 
For example, Henry Kissinger, US 
National Security Advisor 1969, said: 

“There are only 90,000 people out 
there. Who gives a damn?” (Henry 
Kissinger, cited in Pazifik Netzwerk, 
2011). The Network exposes this quo-
tation (Pazifik Netzwerk, 2011; Göbel 
2007). An activity relating to this is 
“Kein Bravo für Bikini – 50 Jahre 
Atombombentests im Pazifik” (No 
bravo for Bikini – 50 years of  nuclear 
testing in the Pacific) (Fig. 3) (Pazifik 
Netzwerk, 2011). This is just one of  
several cases where the Network chal-
lenges exploitative assertions of  hege-
monic power. 

However, there are further comple-
xities. Consider the concept of  “giving 
a voice” that is significant in represen-
tations of  the Pacific. Every time the 
Pazifik Netzwerk publicizes the Paci-
fic Islanders, it speaks for them. This 
is partly because there are hardly any 
Pacific Islanders active in German 
speaking media. So, it is a Western 
organization that takes their place. 
Even if  Pazifik Netzwerk goals may 
be about equality and justice, they are 
still a German organization trying to 
give a voice to Pacific islanders. The 
NGO only has a few Pacific Islander 
members, and it has difficulties invol-
ving them in campaigns and activities. 
From a postcolonial perspective, more 
change is needed, or at least 'owning' 
and making the issue of  inequality 
transparent. As Varela and Dhavan 
wrote, the critical intervention must 
not end at national borders and an 
analysis that operates with hegemonic 
categories should at least demonst-
rate deconstructive vigilance. Political 
strategies and tactics require the most 
precise analyses possible of  historical 
social inequalities and lack of  freedom. 
These must at the same time be con-
text-specific, and provide opportuni-
ties for political resistance (Varela and 
Dhavan, 2015).
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Figure 3: Exhibition poster of the touring exhibition "No bravo for Bikini: 50 years of nuclear testing 
               in the Pacific".

Pazifik Netzwerk and  
Subject Constitution

The analysis of  colonization as a 
violent process of  subject constitution 
that creates the ‘domesticated other’ 
focusses on the recasting of  subject 
identities.  

Pazifik Netzwerk thematizes the 
consequences of  climate change and 
how Pacific people are affected by 

it. This comes with some degree of  
victimizing and dramatization. In Wes-
tern media there has been a tendency 
to portray the Pacific islanders as the 
first “climate change victims”. Some 
people in the Pacific have adopted 
this persona and view themselves as 
victims, while others like “The Pacific 
Climate Warriors” say: “We are not 
drowning we are fighting” (350.org 

Pacific, 2015). As with many other 
issues, Pazifik Netzwerk is aware of  
problematic victimization and tries 
to counteract it. Nevertheless, it 
deploys this victimization and drama-
tization in its publicity. An example 
is the touring exhibition “Landunter 
im Pazifik! Die Folgen des globalen 
Klimawandels für die Pazifischen 
Inselstaaten” (Sinking Pacific Islands! 
The consequences of  global climate 
change for the Pacific Island States) 
(Pazifik Netzwerk e.V., 2008). There-
fore, there is some problematic for-
cing of  that representation onto Paci-
fic islanders, although they do address 
this problem extensively elsewhere. 
Again, it could be argued it is a means 
to an end, but problematic.

Pazifik Netzwerk and  
Transformation to Self- 
empowerment

Lastly, the postcolonial view trans-
forms colonial representations of  def-
eat and subjugation into (self)empowe-
ring action concepts. Pacific Netzwerk 
e.V. invites and supports Pacific islan-
ders to speak for themselves and tries 
to provide them with opportunities 
in the German speaking media. Fur-
thermore, it provides unbiased trans-
lations of  news and information from 
the Pacific. An example would be the 
“Der pazifische Weg” (The Pacific 
Way) (Pazifik Netzwerk e.V., 1992). 
The term refers to the development of  
a transpacific identity in the 1990s, and 
it has been discussed by postcolonial 
thinkers. On the one hand it has been 
categorized as an important historical 
concept for decolonizing Pacific Islan-
ders’ identities (Mishra 2005) and on 
the other hand it is has been assessed 
as a discourse of  the elite and thus 
seen critical for embracing indigenous 
hegemony (Lawson, 2010). Lawson 
(2010) points out:

“Although the Pacific Way acqui-
red some ‘postcolonial’ characteristics 
in subsequent years, it was evidently 
anything but in its original formula-
tion. Rather, it was a conservative dis-
course embracing notions of  class hie-
rarchy common to elites among both 
colonizers and colonized. This brings 
into question the status of  the Pacific 
Way as a postcolonial discourse, and 
whether postcolonialism’s ‘anticoloni-
ality’ is in fact hospitable to indigenous 
hegemony, thus undermining its gene-
ral anti-hegemonic credentials.”
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Another example is the support 
for contemporary modern art from 
Oceania. Through Pazifik Netzwerk, 
artists from the Pacific Islands have 
a platform for exhibiting in Europe. 
The artists decide themselves how they 
exhibit. Network assistance enables 
them to earn money without the usual 
market obligations, thereby providing 
opportunities for self-empowerment.

.
Conclusion  

The German NGO Pazifik Netz-
werk was analysed from a postcolonial 
perspective, and we find, as in other 
cases, that non-profits like these are 
not removed from power relations, 
sometimes contributing to inequality. 

The ambitions and actions of  the 
organisation generally align with coun-
teracting ‘othering’. The organisation 
is aware and addresses prejudice in 
western representations of  the Pacific 
islanders. Nonetheless, it can use ste-
reotypes in representing islanders, the-
reby magnifying ‘othering’. It opposes 
exploitation, as its fight against nuclear 
testing illustrates, but it is still a deve-
loped world organisation and involved 
in “giving a voice” to Pacific islanders, 
placing them in a dependent position.

The dramatization of  sea level rise 
and the victimization of  the people 
affected requires media exposure, but 
Pazifik Netzwerk has to capture the 
interest of  the German speaking pub-
lic, for which it sometimes relies on 
expressions affiliated with ‘othering’. 
The Network’s publicizing of  contem-
porary Pacific art is valuable.

The cases in which Pazifik Netz-
werk chooses to use stereotypical 
external representations to attract 
people and advertise should be avo-
ided, in accordance with the postco-
lonial rewriting of  intercultural rela-
tions. This is a moral issue. There is, 
however, no obvious way to avoid 
appropriating unequal and sometimes 
hierarchical imagery and representa-
tions, given its western funding base 
and audience. Greater reflexivity is 
needed, even though a lot of  Pazifik 
Netzwerk’s operations are successful 
at transcending colonial and unequal 
relationships with the Pacific.

This short article can only begin to 
expose these issues as topics for wider 

debate and reflection. Nevertheless, a 
postcolonial lens is useful in scrutini-
zing the actions of  any organization. 
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