Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia

Volume 16 | Number 1 Article 4

6-1-2026

Beyond Hostile Islands: The Pacific War in American and New
Zealand Fiction Writing

Jay Jomar Quintos
University of the Philippines, jfquintos@up.edu.ph

Follow this and additional works at: https://archium.ateneo.edu/paha

Recommended Citation

Quintos, Jay Jomar (2026) "Beyond Hostile Islands: The Pacific War in American and New Zealand Fiction
Writing," Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia: Vol. 16: No. 1, Article 4.

Available at: https://archium.ateneo.edu/paha/vol16/iss1/4

This Review is brought to you for free and open access by the Ateneo Journals at Archium Ateneo. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia by an authorized editor of Archium Ateneo.


https://archium.ateneo.edu/paha
https://archium.ateneo.edu/paha/vol16
https://archium.ateneo.edu/paha/vol16/iss1
https://archium.ateneo.edu/paha/vol16/iss1/4
https://archium.ateneo.edu/paha?utm_source=archium.ateneo.edu%2Fpaha%2Fvol16%2Fiss1%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://archium.ateneo.edu/paha/vol16/iss1/4?utm_source=archium.ateneo.edu%2Fpaha%2Fvol16%2Fiss1%2F4&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages

PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA 16: 1 (2026)

Beyond Hostile Islands: The Pacific War in American and
New Zealand Fiction Writing
Daniel McKay
Fordham University Press, 2024. 240 pages.

cKay quotes from New Zealand author Janet Frame’s novel Intensive
Care (written in the 1970s, twenty-five years after the Pacific War):

Died and died and died in the War. Because the War never
ended, they forgot the trick of ending it, because they didn’t
know it was still going on and on, and if they saw it was there
they kept looking away and pretending it wasn’t there. (149)

In Frame’s parlance, war never ceases; it just evolves and mutates in its
different forms and shapes. In that sense, what the world experienced
during the Pacific War may be a continuation of old-world contempt and
delusions propagated by the Great War and earlier civil wars.

Daniel McKay’s Beyond Hostile Islands: The Pacific War in American
and New Zealand Fiction Writing attempts to examine various literary works
that articulate, memorialize, and represent the conflicts, ambivalences,
and memories of the Pacific War. McKay traces how the Pacific War
affected island nations in the Pacific region, such as Aotearoa New
Zealand, during this darkest hour of the human soul. He surveys novels
through thematic elements that shape the contours of the Pacific War:
island combat, economic propaganda, internment, imprisonment, and
nuclear munitions. Guided by uncommon diligence, McKay tries to
link the Pacific War literature produced in America and Aotearoa New
Zealand, with the aim of reconstructing the literary history of the Pacific
Theater.
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REVIEW Beyond Hostile Islands

Beyond Hostile Islands (BHI from hereon) is divided into eight
sections, which include a foreword by Patrick Porter, an introduction,
five analytic chapters, and a coda titled “Oceanic Sympathies.” In the
foreword, Porter opines that BHI is “a seminal step forward in a neglected
task, namely a consideration of how war literature coped with, reinvented,
sidestepped, or confronted the peculiarities of the Pacific struggle” (vii-
viii). This perspective perhaps explains why McKay also imagines BHI
as an enquiry into how fiction writing “sustained, retired, or resurrected
the racially charged ideologies of the war years” (4).

LITERARY GENRES AND THEMATIC CONTEXTS

BHI strives to contribute to the histories and subjectivities of different
communities in the islands in the Pacific region. Each analytic chapter
focuses on a specific literary genre and its accompanying historical and
thematic contexts.

The first chapter details the conventions of a combat novel
and how it represents and misrepresents those involved in the Pacific
Theater. Reading An Affair of Men (1961) and The Thin Red Line (1962),
McKay considers different perspectives on the portrayal of combat on
the battlefield.

The second chapter converses with the first by discussing the
aesthetics of “corporate thriller” and “pleasure periphery,” which are
pertinent to the antagonistic and demonized depiction of Japan and its
people years after the war. Prominent novels such as Michael Crichton’s
Rising Sun (1992) and Ruth Ozeki’s My Year of Meats (1998) narrate the
discursive parameters of racial antagonism, especially towards the
Japanese, in the aftermath of the Pacific War.

The third chapter reads internment fiction writings that emphasize
the political, legal, cultural, and military dimensions of veterans and
internees involved in the Pacific Theater. Here, McKay mentions “trauma
fiction,” etched in David Guterson’s Snow Falling on Cedars (1994) and
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Wendy Catran’s The Swap (2004). One wishes that this concept was fleshed
out more, and it is perhaps a missed opportunity that a more thorough
analysis of trauma, as it becomes enmeshed in the stylistic elements of
fiction—shifting points of view, narrative voice confusion, and temporal
distinctions in the story’s duration—is lacking in reference to Guterson’s
and Catran’s novels.

The next chapter explores the Far East Prisoner of War (FEPOW)
novels, a genre that gained widespread popularity in fiction writing from
the 1950s to the late 2000s. Here, McKay tries to examine works that
dramatize the politics of memory vis-a-vis “original” captivity narratives.
Reading Jim Lehrer’s The Special Prisoner (2000) and Peter Well’s Lucky
Bastard (2007), McKay asserts that the American and Aotearoa New
Zealand fiction writings dilute the weight of “original” prison stories.

The final analytic chapter centers on the Project novels, or literary
works that demonstrate the effects of the Manhattan Project, which
resulted in the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings. This chapter skims
through several novels narrating issues and problems surrounding the
atomic bomb development project: the suffering of hibakusha (nuclear
bomb victims and survivors), the notion of humanism and divine
intervention during the bombing, the effects of war on the physical
and mental state of humans in a dystopic world, and the mad scientist
creating their Frankenstein-like monster that is war.

In all the analytic chapters, McKay successfully weaves the five
thematic elements into the things we know and we do not know about
the Pacific Theater—how the memories and narratives of island combat,
economic propaganda, internment, imprisonment, and nuclear munition
affected the islands in the Pacific region.

OCEANIC SYMPATHIES AND DECOLONIZATION
The coda, titled “Oceanic Sympathies,” is a promising section that tries

to offer empathy and sympathy to the hostile islands tormented by the
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war by centering on the various Indigenous cultural communities in the
Pacific. It proffers to close the study “by offering some thoughts as to
how and why a consideration of Pacific Island writings on the Pacific
War and its aftermath should be important for the suffering endured by
Indigenous communities is arguably more overlooked than any other
phenomenon” (166). In hindsight, this statement is reflexive and astute,
but it also carves out space for discussion of the many historical facts
and narratives that BHI, whether deliberately or not, omits.

One may note the glaring erasure of Pasifika writers and their
writings in the five analytic chapters. In addition, all of the works surveyed
from Aotearoa NZ were written by pakeha (white settlers). Only in the
coda does McKay cite works such as Papua New Guinean writer Vincent
Eri’s The Crocodile (1970), Niuean writer John Puhiatu Pule’s Ko e mago ne
kai e la (referred to by its English title The Shark that Ate the Sun) (1992), Te
Rarawa Maori writer Cathie Roa Dunsford’s Manawa Toa: Heart Warrior
(2000), and Solomon Islands writer Sam Alasia’s Fata’abu: The Voice of
God (2003). In the coda, McKay only mentions these novels and does not
fully analyze them. The islands referred to in BHI are only venues where
the war was performed and not avenues where islanders’ can articulate
their lived realities and conditions before and after the Pacific Theater.

McKay cites Greg Dvorak’s argument, in his important essay
“Oceanizing American Studies” (2015): “Oceanizing America. ..can mean
cultivating an awareness of being an Oceanian citizen: infusing a sense of
accountability, humility, gratitude, and a real, equal sense of community
with Pacific Islander communities throughout the shared ocean, not just
its outer rim” (171). Nonetheless, if BHI takes its “oceanic sympathies”
seriously, it could confront its lack of native informant tendencies and
reframe its lenses toward a more decolonized and oceanized reading of
the Pacific War. One can pursue this by focusing on works that foreground
the perspectives of Pasifika peoples and their Austronesian language-
speaking siblings in Asia, who also suffered severe devastation during
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the War. Sweat and saltwater can articulate memories; the ocean and its
peoples can also speak.

Another salient erasure in BHI lies in its ahistorical stance on
the origins and beginnings of the Pacific War, as if it began only in
the late 1930s and ended in 1945. The book seems to insinuate that the
Second World War involved only the actors in the Pacific Theater. At this
point, Janet Frame’s reminder about the long processes of wars becomes
especially significant; wars never end but only shift in their varying
degrees, forces, intensities, and magnitudes. The Pacific War emerges
from a long struggle between imperial powers dating back to the earliest
wars in history, and its ruins, remnants, discords, and durabilities are
what we endure in this painful present.

McKay clearly states that the book aims to analyze literary works
about the Pacific War written in America and Aotearoa New Zealand.
Despite the book’s merits, however, decolonizing the process of examining
the literary history of the Pacific Theater remains a desiratum still to be
consummated.
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