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The final dot of greatness

A story of great fascination to me is the case involving thaate island of Pitcairn
with six men — almost half the male population — being coredotvith allegations of
systematic sexual abuse of young women (originally thé imiduded seven men but
one was acquitted). My own trail of intrigue started with BBC website and reports
describing the events as they were taking place, and thentbatbackground of the
place itself with the articl@loody history of empire’s last outpost by Joe Boyle and
the issues raised in another BBC articl&ins of a few' trouble Pitcairn by Michael
Brooke.

Pitcairn’s past as a part of the British Empire started indl&@en Fletcher Chris-
tian and his accomplices mutinied on the Bounty and setthea emote island which
was incorrectly marked on the maps. However, in the 18208tfish were asked
to evacuate Pitcairn for fears of overpopulation, and didbsto many later returned.
Seven years later it was annexed into the Empire. Now it iaBr§ last outpost in the
Pacific and, in its isolation, a symbol of the decline of anémign power.

Sins of a few?

My main focus here is Michael Brooke’s article and the way iniah it constructs
an almost romantic image of island life while brushing adiue dirty and awkward
issues of sex with minors. It is unknown whether he decidegotdhis in order to
avoid repeating what other articles already deal with oei€bnsiders there to be more
important matters at stake. We cannot assume it was intemeeely as a take on
Pitcairn life as then the points raised concerning the das# ivould be irrelevant and
distracting. This romanticisation is indeed dangeroushasniethod is in fact used
as part of the defence, which claimed that such sexual pesctivere traditional to
Pitcairn, that the young girls willingly participated, atttht the prosecuted had not
knowingly done anything wrong (a claim which is, in fact,glised by Emily Fielden
in the Guardian[3]).

Brooke seems particularly worried about over-expenditirthe government on
officials and lawyers working with the trial, stating, “Theost obvious concern is the
sheer expense”. Obvious to whom? It certainly was not amahgdirst questions that
popped up in most other reports. What of the universal rightgomen and minors, or
of the reach of British legal practises, or of the nature @sgonsibilties of sovereignty
(foreign or otherwise)? Brooke’s approach might be undedble if it was a burden
on the Pitcairn economy, but he later goes on to say:



“Normally around £250,000 ($415,000) of revenue a year jparyan ad-
ministrative unit in Auckland, which arranges the vitalisport of goods
and people and the regular issue of postage stamps.

Compare this with the financial tap which gushes freely, myrof UK
taxpayers, to fund this judicial process.”

In other words, the trial is not being paid out of the islaraiis resources, but out of the
British treasury. What then is Michael Brooke trying to ddis Sins of a few article?

It could be argued that the money could be spent in a less #p#hchanner, but the

text suggests an undertone which does not merely quesgantiount of money being
spent on the trial, but that the money is being spent at all.

Otherness and empire

Brooke takes the view — quite possibly the correct one — thi#alB and Pitcairn
somehow are not the same people, although they belong tathe satioh. Nobody
would seriously suggest independence for Bristol or goastinether the British legal
system applies in York. Even Scotland and Wales share someoa British law, so
Pitcairn must somehow be different. Lying in the middle & facific, as it does, this
is hardly a revolutionary conclusion, but it reveals sorirggltomplex about the nature
of empire, and how nationality is very much a matter of gepgyeand locality. These
aspects are even more important than ethnicity. That Ritéma branch in the history
of Britain is undisputable, yet it is not Britain. Even withxad British ethnicity and
as insignificant as the rock is, Pitcairn is not, in the mintisidgters, considered to be
a wholesome part of Britain, but an outpost or , indeed, argolo

This sense of otherness can be seen on both sides of the argwitiethe Pit-
cairners arguing against British sovereignty and artioleshe other side referring to
colonisation. Brooke’s own complaint about the weight of #xpenses emphasises
how these are from the British tax-payer, making it obviche tthey’, the islanders,
are somehow different from his British readers. | doubt thme wording would be
used of nearby semi-autonomous regions such as the Islerof Mais is further em-
phasised in the last paragraph where Britain is clearly arség entity, meddling in
someone else’s affairs:

“It will take the wisdom of several Solomons to save the bégtig small,

marvellous, imperfect speck of cultural diversity, and hs@re that Betty
Christian has no excuse for asserting that, 213 years dfeeBounty
mutiny, Britain was at last taking revenge on the mutinéers.

Not only do we see how Britain is portrayed as the foreign polagt we find references
to unethical, imperialistic practises which most would sider to be topics relegated
to a history class. Obviously the writer must consider Bmites a stumbling colonising
power if it could even contemplate taking revenge on evefhth@old Empire. He
cleverly masks it into supposed thoughts of Betty Christemd islander, but it still
reflects the mindset of the man behind the keyboard and oérsadike if it is a point
worth raising. Britain has yet to become a reborn child, bubstead the ashes of an
imperial corpse.

lHienohelma, a Siamese cat interested in my laptop, had thissdy about that: fd-
dddddddddddddddddddvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvg



Joe Boyle’s 'bloody history’ article also reflects on othesa as he ponders on the
islanders’ traditional good humour and self-reliance:

“Many believe the islanders will need all this and much mdréheir
unigue community is to survive the latest incursion fromdhtside world.”

Clearly some form of self-rule and non-interference hambséelated to allow this
kind of wording. Joe Boyle does not get into the argument ewether this kind of
influence should or should not happen, but even here Britaimat escape from the
perception of itself as an external power.

However, Pitcairn will not become independent. It has maho gain from it and
would unlikely be able to sustain itself. At the same timevigsy existence tells the
tale of a disolving and devolving empire. Of how even old $irtk a motherland are
soon replaced by situation and new allegiances. A far-alaneps, and remains to be,
a far-away place and as the links unravel, empire ceasesroamal ceases to exist.
The reporting surrounding the abuse charges of this impigpeadise proves, through
wording and attitudes, just how inevitable this is.
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