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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 

This study features an ethnographic investigation of Sāmoan village architecture, historical 

and political traditions and concerns of their inhabitants in American Sāmoa and (independent) 

Sāmoa. Using village and family case studies, surveys, and in depth participant observation and 

interviews, the study analyzes how Sāmoan architecture encompasses rich cultural traditions, 

aesthetics, and social practices that are used to manifest, embed, and ‘advance’ social and cultural 

identities within social communities and physical landscapes. The ethnography describes how 

traditional open, round or oval house forms reflect and shape Sāmoan values, beliefs, traditions, 

and socio-spatial and temporal practices. It then delineates socio-cultural dynamics and 

implications of sixty-five years of architectural changes. Examining how the increased use of 

imported building materials, rectangular floor plans, and physically enclosed architectural space, 

affect less tangible cultural areas of a changing Samoan society forms the core research aim.  

A key aspect of the study is the incorporation of Sāmoan conceptual terms, such as 

anoafale, mata, tā, tau and vā.  These terms support the integration and advancement of current 

anthropological theoretical developments in House Society, materiality and agency, habitus, place 

and space, cultural landscape, and the newly emergent General Tā-Vā (Time-Space) Theory of 

Reality into the analysis.  These theories frame the examination of Sāmoan architectural processes 

and the ways in which place, space, social relationships, landscape, history, identity and processes 

of dwelling are constructed, reproduced and changed over time.  New insights are gained about 

how changing architectural forms, materials and processes signify various levels and types of 

socio-cultural continuity and change. 

The study thereby contributes new understanding to how architecture, the design and 

construction of built forms and spaces for human uses, plays an active and integral role in broader 

processes of culture and society. Architectural processes and concepts concretise worldview into 

built forms and spaces to form the habitus, a key dimension of socio-cultural reproduction. Cultural 

beliefs and social systems are expressed in architecture and its related socio-spatial practices. 

Buildings and their spaces are not simply the settings where socio-cultural activities occur, but are 

central to the very processes described and analyzed by socio-cultural anthropologists. 
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PREFACE 

‘SA’A FA’AOTI LE UTU A LE FAIMEA’ 
Let the fisherman’s bamboo receptacle be 
 completely emptied. (Schultz 1980:11)  

 

High Chief Pulefa’asisina Tuiasosopo introduced the proverb quoted above (‘sa’a fa’aoti le 

utu a le faimea’) in a discussion of connections between Sāmoan life, culture and architecture, in 

particular the open nature of Sāmoan fale (houses). He explained: 

When fisherman needs a hook to go fishing he does not go to the chief of 
the village, but to the tautai, or master fisherman. The tautai should not 
pick out a hook to give the fisherman, but rather, must empty out the utu 
[the fishing gear container] so the fisherman can choose for himself the 
hook that suits his purpose (Pulefa’asisina P. Tuiasosopo, February 
2004). 

The proverb is used in Sāmoan oratory to suggest the need to be open in discussion; 

concealment will only hinder understanding and the solving of problems. He explained: “We look 

towards mafua’āga (origins and causes) to create the mālamalama (light and understanding) for 

what is happening at the moment. Only from that, can a decision informed by a tōfā (wisdom 

derived from the ancestors) be made.” Furthermore, he stated that, “you will not reach a clear tōfā 

without complete honesty.” Further discussion emphasized associations between the openness of 

traditional Sāmoan architecture and the typical extroverted ‘open’ Sāmoan personality, as well as 

the Sāmoan emphasis on sharing and generosity.  

 Pulefa’asisina, a key informant in the current study, used the proverb to allude to a Sāmoan 

ideology of openness and transparency. The Sāmoan proverb ‘Sa’a fa’aoti le utu a le faimea’ and 

Pulefa’asisina’s explanation of it relates to the research topic and to the dialogic process of 

knowledge construction through anthropological fieldwork. Long-term personal and professional 

experiences, research in Sāmoa and anthropological studies constitute the utu (container) that 

frames the current study. 

Personal Context of the Study 

My interest in the people and culture of Sāmoa, an archipelago of volcanic mountainous 

islands in the centre of the tropical South Pacific (Figure 1), began in 1971. My father, who was a 

professor of architecture and environmental design at the University of California, Berkeley, was 

invited to participate in an architectural conference in New Zealand. My father and mother travelled 
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to New Zealand for the conference and were advised to stop in Western Sāmoa (called simply 

‘Sāmoa’ since 1997 on their return to California). They thoroughly enjoyed the visit and the people 

they met including a young woman who invited them home to meet her family, the Taofiloa 

Neufeldt family. They accepted the offer and spent the night in their traditional Sāmoan fale. They 

returned to America with fond memories and many photos as well as the names and addresses of 

the Taofiloa children who wanted to become pen pals with my two siblings and me.  

Seeing the photos at the young age of eleven, I was struck by the sheer green tropical lushness 

of the islands, the beauty of its Polynesian people and the elegance of Sāmoan architecture with its 

large thatched oval roofs supported by posts on black volcanic rock foundations. Communication 

with the children of the family began and was intrigued that they wanted us to come for a visit. I 

was awed when they wrote that they hoped we could come to visit them to be one family together. 

They also explained that they were in the process of building a falepālagi (enclosed European style 

house) in anticipation of our visit. Were they actually building a house just for us, potential 

visitors? What did being family mean to them? What kind of house would they build? Considering 

these questions increased my attraction to go and experience Sāmoan culture. I did not know until 

later that building such a structure raised their socioeconomic status in the eyes of the village, in 

part because it meant they had money to build such a structure and in part because it meant they 

had social ties to Westerners. I also did not understand until later that a family builds an assortment 

of different structures on their family compound in which they collectively live, and that family in 

Sāmoa, like other Polynesian cultures, is ‘built’ over time, through not just marriage and births, but 

also creating and sustaining new affective social ties. 

Our family had moved from the more urban life of Berkeley, California, which at the time 

was a centre for many projects of social change (the so called counter culture movement) to the 

country side an hour north of San Francisco, near the tiny town of Inverness in 1970. As an 

architect, and professor in Northern California in the 1960s and 70s, my father was involved in 

social change movements and saw his work as an architect/designer as fundamental to the 

movement. Our own family was part of the experiment so I learned how integral the design of built 

environments is to the shaping and developing of community. This gave me a strong sense of how 

social agency can be embedded in building design and constructions, a theme that is developed 

within the current study. The move to this beautiful wooded countryside area presented new 

possibilities for creative living and community removed from the intense and sometimes violent 

confrontations occurring in the city. My father was not totally satisfied with our first house which 
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he designed and built in Inverness. A year later he purchased a larger lot of land. Our family was in 

the planning process of designing a new home when we received the invitation from the Taofiloa 

family to return to Sāmoa to live with them. It was decided that my classmate, Rufus Blunk and I 

would travel to Sāmoa to stay with the Taofiloa family and my father and my younger brother 

would join us five weeks later. So at the age of eleven I made the long trip from California to 

Sāmoa to live with the Taofiloa family in the village of Falefa on the Island of Upolu for six weeks.  

As a kind of child guest/adopted son of the Taofiloa family I learned firsthand about the 

Sāmoan way of life. The family compound consisted of one main large Sāmoan house and several 

smaller Sāmoan structures, called faleo’o, and two cook huts (umukuka) spaced in a particular 

arrangement on a well tended compound of clean raked river pebbles, tropical plants and flowers, 

and banana, breadfruit, papaya, coconut, and mango trees. The architecture of the family’s main 

large falesāmoa (Sāmoan architectural structure) was impressive. It was of a long oval shape 

(faleāfolau) with a polished cement floor and cement columns. Corrugated iron capped its peak and 

the eaves served as rain catchment. Not a single pālagi nail was used to construct the house. They 

used the Sāmoan nail, the ‘afa, a braided twine made from the pounded fibre of a special kind of 

coconut. Looking up into the latticework of lashed house members and arching purlins was like no 

other architectural experience I had ever had. 

The indoor/outdoor quality of the life style that the open wall-less architecture afforded in the 

warm tropical climate struck me. The ease of access and visual flow between inside and outside on 

all sides facilitated a continuity of household and community life processes between and amongst 

household structures and beyond the larger village community. The absence of walls allowed for 

scents, the cooling trade winds and natural light to enter the houses. Visual and aural 

communications were less obstructed. When unwanted harsh low slanting sun rays or wind blown 

rain entered, the polasisi (coconut blinds) at that side of the house were quickly lowered for 

protection. At night the parents, single daughters and the guests slept on mats in the main 

faleāfolau, while the young single men occupied a different structure. Sleeping in separate 

bedrooms as was the custom in western culture was not part of the culture and lifestyle in a Sāmoan 

village. Instead spaces were restructured for different human activities at different times, and never 

was there any emphasis on socially isolating individuals of the group, which I had experienced 

through walls in western forms of architecture in California. 

Eight of the ten children of the Taofiloa family were there living in Falefa, the other two were 

in Australia and New Zealand working. Next to the family’s main faleāfolau was a pile of large 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’: Preface ‘Sasa’a Fa’aoti le Utu a le Faimea’ 

 vii 

volcanic rocks with some sheets of corrugated iron piled on them. That was to become the site of 

the falepālagi. Overseas family members had sent money home to purchase the needed building 

supplies. My father, who was supposed to come with my younger brother after two weeks, did not 

show up for five weeks and eventually took me back to the restless culture (or counter culture) of 

which my family was a part. The search to develop alternative designs for living continued. 

The seeds for the current study, conducted thirty-two years later (from 2004 until 2006), were 

planted in those early childhood experiences which had also influenced my decision to study 

anthropology. I subsequently returned to Sāmoa in 1980 to live again with the Taofiloa family for 

five months. This was an opportunity to learn more of the language and way of life that had 

intrigued me as a child. The falepālagi had by then been built. The old falesāmoa was still the main 

house where we ate, and where other boys of the family and I slept, but the parents and girls slept 

in the falepālagi. The household composition had changed, as relatives had joined it, and one of the 

overseas children had returned to help the family develop its plantation.  

Over the years I made subsequent visits to the Sāmoan Islands, including both Western 

Sāmoa and American Sāmoa. I travelled the islands extensively, allowing me to experience 

different villages. Increasingly I saw the incorporation of imported materials into Sāmoan houses 

and innovative house forms developing with new types of materials. The number of enclosed house 

structures increased dramatically in many villages. Social change and conflict appeared more 

evident but the how those cultural intangibles directly related to architectural changes was unclear 

and more complicated than a simple cause and effect relationship. 

In 1997 several years after completing a Master’s degree in Visual Anthropology and 

producing several films, including two ethnographic documentaries about Sāmoan transnationalism 

– the first on the matai (chieftain) system (Van der Ryn 1991b) and the second on the revitalization 

of traditional Sāmoan tattooing (Van der Ryn 1995) – I accepted the position as Ethnographic 

Specialist/Instructor (and later “Media Services”) at American Sāmoa Community College 

(ASCC). ASCC’s Sāmoa and Pacific Studies Program (SAMPAC) was the under the direction of 

High Chief Puleafaasina P. Tuiasosopo. I conducted more ethnographic research, developed and 

taught courses, and produced additional documentary films including the recording Sāmoan oral 

history and traditions in video before the knowledge and history died together with the elders who 

held it. This recording would become a repository of knowledge for future generations. I was also 

charged with training Sāmoan students at the college in the techniques of ethnographic research and 

documentation.  
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Much of the fieldwork for this study was conducted on a part time basis for nineteen 

months between January 2004 and July 2005 while still employed as ethnographer, filmmaker 

and part time instructor at ASCC. My supervisor, High Chief Pulefa’asisina P. Tuiasosopo, 

showed great interest in the study, particularly in examining Sāmoan concepts of space, which he 

believed, “contributed to the culture’s dynamism, and therefore capacity for survival for more 

than one hundred years of contact with the Western World” (Pulefa’asisina, 4 September 2007).1 

Such insight motivated the research.  

In the six years working at ASCC prior to starting the current research project I did 

extensive research and video documentation of different Sāmoan oral history and legends, and 

many different contemporary Sāmoan ceremonial events (e.g. chieftain title bestowals, funerals 

and weddings, etc), in both American Sāmoa and independent Sāmoa. From that work I amazed a 

great quantity of digital media all archived at ASCC, which continued to grow during the current 

project. That work and the research resources it produced was a research asset that the current 

project both drew from and built upon. For example, some of documentation of Sāmoan oral 

traditions and legends was a useful source for developing understanding about Sāmoan concepts 

of place of which architecture is a part.  

My ‘home life’ also richly complemented the formal fieldwork. In 1998 I met and married my 

wife, Fa’aiuga, who comes from the village of Sili in Savai’i in independent Sāmoa. Married to a 

Sāmoan woman of a traditional Sāmoan family from Savai’i brought a great variety of cultural 

experiences from which deeper insights developed. In 2001 I contributed towards the building of a 

new house for my in-law family. This project was an opportunity for me, an outsider/insider both 

by virtue of my heritage and my affinal ties, to be not an agent of further Westernization, but of 

cultural restoration if I could influence the new structure to be a traditional Sāmoan house. Doing 

so became more challenging than I had imagined, and raised many questions in my mind about the 

design and building decisions being made, which became a topic of discussion with my inlaws. 

That experience further stimulated my decision to choose this particular topic for the research when 

I was choosing my topic of doctoral research at University of Auckland the following year.  

 

                                                
1 This quote comes from a letter Pulefa’asisina wrote on my behalf, regarding a different project. 
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Figure 1: Map of the Sāmoan Islands 
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GLOSSARY OF SĀMOAN TERMS  

 
 
 

‘afa –   Braided sennit made from coconut husk, used extensively in traditional Sāmoan 
house building.   

agāifanua –  Customs specific to a particular locality, village or group of villages, therefore 
not common to all Sāmoan culture and custom. 

agānu’u –  Culture or custom, literally village conduct or behaviour. 

‘āiga –  A general Sāmoan term for family, or relationship of kinship. 

‘āigapotopoto–  Collective term for all members of lineage who have the right to be present at, 
and to take part in, the election of a new matai. 

ali’i –  ‘High chief’, as opposed to the other matai status type of tulāfale (glossed in 
English as ‘talking chief’, ‘orator chief’, or administrative chief). Ali’i and 
tulāfale hold complementary positions of power  the first denoting a sacred 
power, the second a power of utility, wherein the tulāfale speaks ceremoniously 
on behalf of the ali’i in formal meetings of matai. 

anoafale ––  This term refers to the living contents of a house constituted through the lives, 
events and behaviours that occur in the structure, which are understood to 
manifest and perpetuate the will of the ancestor for that house through his/her 
living descendents.  

atunu’u –   Country, literally, a collection of villages (nu’u), i.e. Sāmoan polities.  

fa’aāloalo –  General English gloss is ‘respect’, in the sense of the expression of courteous 
behaviour. The root word, alo, refers to the smooth front surface of 
things/people, etc; fa’a refers to ‘in the way of’, or ‘to make’, thereby giving 
additional spatial meaning to how fa’aāloalo as courteous behaviour is 
conceived.  

fa’alupega–  Ceremonial style of address saluting and signifying the significant chieftains, 
genealogies,  and hierarchal relations that form a geopolitical entity, such as a 
village, district, or even the whole country of Sāmoa.  

fa’asāmoa –  Literally ‘in the Sāmoan way’, refers to Sāmoan custom and culture in contra-
distinction to other cultures (e.g. fa’apapālagi – gloss as ‘Western ways or 
culture’). 

fale –  A house, building or structure.  

falefale –  A seldom used term meaning placenta or womb. 

faleāfolau – Sāmoan long house, also called faleutupoto  because of its use of utupoto (tie 
beams) between parallel sets of interior posts.  

faletele –   Literally the large or important house, typically in traditional Sāmoa built as a 
falelapotopoto (round house) because of its round appearance. Traditionally 



 xx 

built typically with one, two or three central columns, and an ascending number 
of collar beams. 

fanau  1.Offspring, 2. birth, Polite chiefly term  is alo.  

 fanua –  1. Land. 2. Placenta.  

feagaiga– 1. An established relationship between different parties, as between brothers 
and sisters and their children. Lota tuafafine le feagaiga. Also between chiefs 
and their tulāfale. 2. An agreement, a covenant (Pratt 1876, 139). 

feagai –  To face something or someone, the act of facing. Also, “to be opposite to each 
other. 2. Correspond. 3. To dwell together cordially, and be a good terms; as a 
chief and his people, or a minister and his flock” (Pratt 1876, 139). 

fono –   To hold a council; a meeting. 

itu –  A side. The term may also refer to the middle section of a traditional Sāmoan 
house, which is the straight section built first to which the two curved ends 
(tala) are added.  

lagi Sky or heavens. 

lalolagi The earth. Literally, ‘under the sky’. 

laoa –   Polite term for a house structure associated with the political status of tulāfale 
in contradistinction to maota (buildings associated with the political status of 
ali’i). Laoa is also a kind of tree.  

i luma –  In front.  

lumana’i –  Future. 

malae – The open central ceremonial grounds of a Sāmoan village. The most important 
guesthouses and meeting houses are usually found on or lining the malae. 
mamalu – dignity, prestige, influence, and sanctity of a person, a title, an event, 
place (such as the malae), or structure.  

maota –  Dignified and polite way to refer to premises of a chief (ali’i) in contrast to a 
orator’s house referred to as laoa. Maota is also a kind of   large indigenous 
Sāmoan tree.  

mata –  Eye,  point, or edge, also a common prefix to suggest an intersection, edge, or a 
source point from which something emanates, e.g. matauila (light bulb) or 
matavai (a fresh water spring), etc.  

matai – Titled head of a extended family,  elected by blood related members. The title 
is a name of an ancestral figure of the descent group. 

matuaofaiva –  One of the honorific terms to refer to a master carpenter or artist. Consists of 
three words – matua (eldest and/or most knowledgeable), o (of) and faiva (an 
endeavour that requires special skills and abilities).  

motu 1. To be broken off, or severed. 2. An island. 

nu’u –  Geo-political unit of a village and its territory. 

papālagi –  Singular form pālagi.  Foreigners of European abstraction. (Literally ‘sky 
bursters’).  fa’apālagi – in a pālagi style or way of doing things.  



 xxi 

pou -  House posts of which there are two principal types: poulalo – the ones at the 
house perimeter used for sitting at in meetings, and poutū  –  the interior posts 
of the house that provide the main support to the roof in traditional Sāmoan 
houses.  

sa’o –  1) Straight, long, tall. 2) Correct; 3) The highest ranking matai within an 
‘āigapotopoto , and in a village. 

saofa’i –  1. To sit, 2. Ceremonial investiture of a matai name upon an individual before 
the village (and district).  

so’a  – Cross beams in the roof of a faletele (round house) that provide structural 
support between the front and back of the middle roof section. 

sua – Polite chiefly term to reference a chief’s food. May also reference the ritual 
form of presenting food and other gifts to chiefs and ministers in Sāmoan 
ceremonials.  

suafa –     Polite word for ‘name’. Also used to refer to matai ‘titles’, which are really 
ancestral names carried forward in time as ‘property’, and position in the 
society.  

tā –  To strike or beat, pulse, create rhythm, for timing. This term tā is theoretically 
used in the Tā-Vā Theory of Reality (see Māhina, Ka’ili et al) to refer more 
generally to the temporal plane of existence, and is explicated in this thesis to 
refer more specifically to a point in time, signifying intersections, and temporal 
brackets for events in life.  

tai Sea or seaward. 

tala – 1. n. a tale, a narration. 2. News. 3. The thorn. 4. The barb of a spear. 5. The 
round end of a native house. 6. (v.) To tell or relate. 7. (v) To untie, to unloose 
(Pratt 1876, 313). 

tautua –  To serve, or service, a primary Sāmoan value guiding Sāmoan actions in 
relation to their families, churches, and villages, in particular. People may be 
also called tautua if that is their position and function within a group or event, a 
social engagement that is spatially located in the rear in service to what is in 
front. Tautua functions as a critical part of Sāmoan social mobility.  

taufale –  Person who commissions a house to be built. 

taufaleali’i– Chief who embarks upon or commissions a major house building project, such 
as a faletele or faletalimālo. 

taufalefeagai –  Tulāfale who speaks on behalf of the master carpenter during the construction, 
and faces to the taufalemau.  

taufalemau –  Tulāfale who speaks on behalf of the taufaleali’i and makes sure all  material 
needs of the construction are being met.  

toana’i –  Large Sunday meal served usually after church. 

tōfā –  1) good bye 2) to sleep, 3) chiefly wisdom. 

tua –  Rear, or the back of something/someone. 

tua’oi –  Land boundary or neighbour. 
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tufuga–  Master craftsmen, or carpenter of which there are three trades: builders 
(tufugafaufale), boat builders (tufugafauva’a), and tattoo artists (tufugatatatau). 
Matai tufuga refers to the head carpenter. 

tulāfale –  Orator or talking chief (one of two main classificatory matai types). 

tulaga –  Position, place or situation. 

umusaga – Ceremony and feast to mark the formal opening of a newly built house, and in 
which food and valuables are presented to the carpenters. 

uta Inland, or in the direction of being inland from the coast. Likewise towards a 
coast if one is on the sea.  

 utupoto – Tie beams that cross front and back between parallel sets of internal posts, 
giving lateral structural support to the traditional faleāfolau, also called a 
faleutupoto because of this structural feature.  

vā –   Relations and intervals between points in time or in space, also human 
relationships 

 vasa Ocean, especially of the space between two distant points of a journey, such as 
between two islands (Pratt 1960:361). 

vāfeāloa’i –  Mindful of the space of social relationships, so as to be courteous as one 
socially interacts through one’s movements. Plural. vāfeāloaloa’i. 
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I 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
 

Based on interviews, participant-observation, and archival and census records, this 

ethnographic study investigates the relationship between Sāmoan village residential architecture 

and various aspects of change and continuity in Sāmoan life and culture between 1940 and 2006.  

How cultural orders persist through historically altered economic structures in relation to 

architectural structures is at the heart of the investigation. As such, this study of space over time in 

a cultural framework is about intent and consequence, cause and effect, agency and practice, and 

structure and ideology in architecture’s relationship to the wider sphere of culture. The theoretical 

framework investigates how to delineate the mutually constituting relationship between the formal, 

functional, symbolic, material, spatial and temporal aspects of village built environments and 

socio-cultural organization and culture in a changing Sāmoa. That investigation involved 

systematic observation of how architecture (e.g. the design, material form, construction and spaces 

of buildings) inter-relates with social relations, actions, cultural values and ideas. 

The study began with the central interest of how to fit architecture into understandings about 

social and cultural processes. Is architecture simply an effect, a product, and a reflection of a 

culture? Or may it also be an agent, a cause, and a shaper of that culture? These questions have 

been only partially addressed in the literature coming out of either anthropology or architecture. 

This particular case study in Sāmoa offers the opportunity to advance our understanding of these 

questions further. Answering these questions through this particular research requires determining 

how historical and contemporary social and architectural trends and patterns in the Sāmoan Islands 

are linked.  

 As no single theoretical framework exists for studying the problem of how architecture (as 

art form, as material culture, and as built environment) both reflects and shapes socio-cultural 

processes, the study involved identifying and integrating relevant theoretical threads from within 

anthropology and other academic disciplines that could be used to build a framework for 

describing and analyzing the socio-cultural dynamics and implications of architectural changes in 

Sāmoan villages. The research topic also presented the opportunity to address the epistemological 

and ontological dialectic between the phenomenological and the structural modes of describing 

and interpreting society and culture. Buildings themselves are, of course, structures containing 
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form, content, material and space that humans design, build, maintain, live in and are shaped by. 

Structural approaches to the anthropological interpretation of built environments often stress 

symbolic linkages between parts of a building’s structure to parts of society and body. House, 

society, body connections and symbolism, as in many other societies, can easily be found in 

Samoa, and be described and analyzed. However, this structural approach to the topic can only be 

used to a certain extent. The gap that is left can be addressed through the phenomenological 

approach, that is, a building is not just a symbolic structure; it is also a physical structure 

embodying space, air, materials, human labour involved in their construction, all of which is 

experienced through the senses and part of the phenomenology of everyday life, and all the various 

activities of which buildings are a part. In addition, each structure and space acquires associations 

with specific events, people and actions over time, which are part of cultural experience, but do not 

necessarily figure in structural analysis. The subjective experience of buildings and space is not so 

easily described or accounted for within the purely structural approach. This study delves into 

these issues as it incorporates both structural and phenomenological approaches in addressing the 

socio-cultural dynamics and implications of architectural change. 

Sāmoa was selected for this study for two main reasons. One is the contrast between 

indigenous Sāmoan architecture, with its wall-less, round-ended, physically non-partitioned 

structures (i.e. each structure consists of one single room/space), and modern western 

architecture’s use of walled, square-ended, structures with internal partitions. The high vaulted 

dome shaped roof in indigenous Sāmoan structures creates the sense of enclosure while the open 

sides facilitate sensorial interaction in all directions with the external social and physical 

environment. The beauty of traditional Sāmoan architectural form is its ability to give the 

psychological comfort of ‘enclosure’ through the high convex roof, while not impinging on 

‘indoor/outdoor flow’, sociological as well as climatic benefits (light, and ventilation) given by the 

open sides. These architectural differences between Sāmoan and other types of architectural forms 

puts the associated cultural ways of ‘being’, perceiving, socially interacting, and organizing human 

activities and events into sharp architectural relief. 

The second reason is that Sāmoan society is renowned for the persistence of both its cultural 

institutions, such as the fa’amatai (chiefly) system, and architectural traditions, both of which are 

undergoing adaptation and change in the modern technologically changing globalizing world. The 

introduction of new materials, technologies, ideas, and social and material aspirations over the last 

sixty plus years in the Sāmoan Islands has, however, resulted in dramatic changes, which are found 
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now reflected in a mixture of contrasting architectural forms, features, and spaces in Sāmoan 

villages today. This mixing of architectural tradition and ideas illustrates socio-cultural processes 

of continuity and change. It reflects a desire to both continue Sāmoan traditions and also 

incorporate new values and forms of status, prestige, and ways of living. In this socio-cultural 

context the form of the Sāmoan fale (house) has become an icon of Sāmoan cultural identity and 

its persistence. While the building new structures or rebuilding old ones is seen to reflect less and 

less of traditional Sāmoan architectural design principles and materials, the use of the traditional 

form as a design on logos, tee-shirts, and other public media has only increased.  

The period studied (1940 to 2006) stretches from just prior to an American military presence 

in the Sāmoan Islands during World War II up to the conclusion of the three years of fieldwork 

conducted for the study.1 Many elderly Sāmoan people lived through this period; their memories 

as reported in interviews inform this study with important information and perspectives. This time 

period has seen major transformations in form, materials, design, construction and social processes 

involved in creating Samoan residences. Increasingly, walled structures have replaced traditional 

open well-less fale. Rectangular floor plans have replaced round or oval floor plans. Spaces 

portioned into separate rooms have replaced traditionally non-divided spaces. Imported material 

have replaced locally procured materials. Money has replaced reciprocal and communal uses of 

labour and resources. In a few cases, whole villages have relocated or reconfigured themselves to 

be closer to new roads. 

The research incorporated fieldwork in both American Sāmoa, an unincorporated territory2 

of the United States and independent Sāmoa, politically sovereign since 1962. The Independent 

State of Sāmoa (formerly Western Sāmoa prior to 1997) is now commonly referred simply as 

‘Sāmoa.’ American Sāmoans also may refer to their country by the same term, leaving off the term 

‘American.’ In order to avoid confusion in this study I use the term Sāmoa with no adjective to 

refer to the whole archipelago and its cultural heritage. ‘Independent Sāmoa’ or ‘Western Sāmoa’ 

prior to 1997) and ‘American Sāmoa’ are used as more specific references for the two Sāmoas. 

Taking into account both contrasts and similarities found in this politically and economically 

                                                
1 The primary fieldwork concluded in 2006, though useful additional ‘field’ observations and ‘field data’ were 
obtained right through the completion of the write up in 2010 as my residency in the Sāmoan Islands continued. 
 
2 It is ‘unincorporated’ because Congress has not taken legislative action to incorporate the ‘territory’ into the United 
States, thus only certain provisions of the U.S. Constitution are applicable to it. It is also designated as ‘unorganised’ 
because the U.S Congress has not passed an organic law to officially recognize the government of American Sāmoa 
This limbo state of political status is currently hotly debated within American Sāmoa ’s current constitutional 
convention process, in which proposals for changes are being internally reviewed and voted upon as of June 2010.  
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divided island group gives is an important feature of the study, particularly as no other recent 

studies incorporate these comparisons. Before delving into a description of the study, it is relevant 

to give some basic background on the setting of the Sāmoan Islands. 

Sāmoan Cultural History and Architecture 

A thirty mile stretch of Pacific Ocean and an international border separates the eastern most 

point of Upolu, the second largest but most populous island of independent Sāmoa and the western 

most point of Tutuila, the largest and main island of American Sāmoa. In 2011 the population of 

independent Sāmoa was over 180,000 with 99% of Sāmoan ethnicity.3 The American Sāmoa 2010 

census counted over 55,000 residents, with over 95% residing on Tutuila. Eighty eight percent 

identify themselves as Sāmoan, though a large percent of these are actually independent Sāmoan 

immigrants living in American Sāmoa for employment purposes. Tongans, Filipinos, Koreans, 

Chinese, and Caucasians (in that order) constitute the 12% of non-Sāmoans in the population. 

More American Sāmoans live outside of American Sāmoa, primarily in the United States, 

than in American Sāmoa. The total number of Sāmoans residing outside the Samoan Islands in the 

U.S.A., New Zealand, Australia and other countries approximates the total population of Sāmoans 

living in the archipelago. The Sāmoan population is a highly mobile transnational ethnic 

community with a relatively high level of movement back and forth to participate in ceremonial 

events of the extended family and the church (Kallen 1982; Koletty 2002; Lilomaiava-Doctor 

2009; Va’a 2001; Van der Ryn 1991). 

Sāmoans of the entire archipelago share a 3,000 year history in which they developed a 

common culture, language and set of traditions, including architecture. Slight variations exist 

between some islands. The last 100 years of political separation of the two parts of the archipelago 

has produced important social, economic and governmental differences that are reflected in some 

of the architectural changes and rates of change over the last 40 years. These differences provide 

for comparison across the political division in the current study that has not been pursued in 

previous ethnography. 

An initial way to introduce the two Sāmoas and their differences is simply to quote their 

respective profiles in the program for the 10th Festival of Pacific Arts hosted by American Sāmoa 

in 2008 (available on-line).  

Sāmoa is a traditional society with a distinctive Polynesian cultural heritage. 
There are over 362 villages in Sāmoa with a total of 18,000 matai (chiefs). 

                                                
3 Based on the 2011 Census of Population and Housing, Sāmoa Bureau of Statistics. 
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Villages are made up of customary land owned by the extended family units 
called ‘āiga, whose head is a matai (chief). Traditional authority is vested in 
the matai of the village. The central structure in each village is the church as 
well as the Fale Fono, where the matais meet to discuss village matters. 
Sāmoa is often called the “heart of Polynesia” and as such, it endeavours to 
maintain its distinctive culture and traditions in a “living culture”, where 
most of its cultural elements are integrated into everyday life. Sāmoa’s 
cultural traditions promote social cohesion as well as providing ways for 
people to entertain themselves and visitors to our country. These roles are 
vital for both social security and for social stability - hence, public safety.  
In the heart of Polynesia, some 2500 miles from her adopted nation, the 
territory of American Sāmoa is the host for the 10th Festival of Pacific Arts. 
As its name implies, it is both American, and Sāmoan. In every sense, the 
dual nature of her lifestyle is evident: bilingual and traditional, patriotic and 
proud, American Sāmoa is a breathtakingly beautiful group of islands 
inhabited by a people with deep roots and ancient ties to their oceanic 
family. (http://pagopago.com/artsfestival/program4web.pdf) 

While both Sāmoas are affected by globalization and Sāmoan transnationalized mobility, 

American Sāmoa takes special pride in embracing both their ancient traditions and American 

ideas, values and practices and their American side. Both Sāmoas view their ‘living culture’ as a 

system that provides cohesion and social security, a point that relates to the Sāmoan communal 

way of life and the strength and flexibility of the extended family. The traditional open 

architectural forms functioned as an important expression of that social system, now caught in the 

flux of socio-cultural change wrought by globalization and changing values and ways of doing 

things. 

Polynesian Settlement, Cultural Development, and Euro-American Colonization 

The first proto-Oceanic peoples arrived in their double-hulled sailing canoes over three 

thousand years ago. They settled in the Sāmoan archipelago, which is made up of nine fertile 

volcanic islands whose total land area equals 3,133 square kilometres – the third largest Polynesian 

archipelago, after Aoteaora (New Zealand) and Hawaii. The Sāmoan Islands(from west to east) – 

Savai’i, Manono, Apolima, Upolu, Tutuila, Aunu’u, and the three islands of the Manu’a group 

(Ta’u, Ofu and Olosega) – became the ‘cradle of Polynesia’. Subsequent migrations from Sāmoa 

starting about two thousand years ago led to the human settlement of Tuvalu, Tokelau, Wallis and 

Futuna, the Cook Islands, the islands of French Polynesia (including the high islands of the 

Marquesas and Society Islands), and Rapanui (Easter Island) to the east, Hawai’i to the north, and 

Aotearoa (New Zealand) to the south. Small Polynesian outlier islands, such as Tikopia (in the 
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Solomon Islands), and Kapingimarangi (currently belonging to the State of Pohnpei in the 

Federated States of Micronesia) were also settled. 

Distinctive socio-cultural and political development occurred in conjunction with particular 

architectural forms and settlement patterns over these three thousand years. This process did not 

occur in cultural or geographic isolation. Important ties, exchanges, and periodic warfare occurred 

with neighbouring island groups, in western Polynesia particularly, Tonga and Fiji, as well as 

Tokelau, Uvea (Wallis) and Futuna. In this historical and environmental context, a distinctive 

Polynesian culture and architecture evolved. The socio-political structure became organized 

around politically autonomous territorial polities called nu’u stretching from Manu’a in the east to 

the large island of Savai’i in the west. As Sāmoan historian Malama Meleisea (1987:1) writes, 

“What Sāmoa did have, more than most Polynesian groups –and vastly more than Melanesia – was 

a unified system of dispersed power.” 

Regular Sāmoan contacts with Europeans explorers, then later, missionaries, beachcombers, 

whalers, traders, colonists, anthropologists, and contract workers, began primarily in the 18th and 

early 19th centuries. Important initial introductions included Christianity, metal, goods such as 

cotton cloth, ideas, commerce, and colonialism. Outsiders, including Germany, Great Britain, and 

the USA attempted to exert influence and control over the islands and their people. Conflicting 

interests led to the political division of the islands in 1900 between Germany and the United 

States, with Great Britain receiving concessions elsewhere. The Sāmoans had no say in the matter. 

Germany annexed the larger western islands of Savai’i and Upolu, where they had established 

trading firms and plantation agriculture, together with the two small islands of Manono and 

Apolima.  

Through a deed of cession the smaller eastern islands (Tutuila, Aunu’u,) became an 

unincorporated unorganised territory4 of the USA administered by the Department of the Navy 

whose main interest was the well-protected deep harbour of Pago Pago on Tutuila. Four years later 

the Manu’a group, another sixty miles east of Tutuila, signed their own deed of cession putting 

their islands together with Tutuila under the protection of the United States. Their king, Tui 

Manu’a decreed that thereafter no one after him shall hold the Tui-Manu’a title, as sovereignty of 

their islands had been dissolved under this new political relationship. The Sāmoan translation of 

the Deed used the term ‘feagaiga’, which means ‘covenant’ or special relationship. It does not 

denote ‘ceding’ or ‘giving up’ of the territory to another country. The chiefs of the eastern group 
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saw the U.S.A as a powerful yet benign ally. As ‘Unincorporated’ and ‘Unorganised’, American 

Sāmoa maintains the rights to have its own constitution that protects Sāmoan customs, traditional 

communal land tenure and the matai system (Aga 2001). 

At the outbreak of World War I in 1914 the British government authorized New Zealand 

forces to seize Western Sāmoa from Germany, after which they administered the islands (under the 

League of Nations, later the United Nations) until Sāmoans negotiated their independence from 

New Zealand in 1962. Western Sāmoa was the first Pacific island group to gain independence 

from European colonial rule, a feat they largely attribute to the resilience, strength and adaptability 

of their cultural traditions (Meleisea 1987a:195). 

The people of American Sāmoa, while also proud of their cultural traditions, chose to 

maintain their political status and relationship with the United States together with its financial 

subsidies. This choice relates largely to their islands relatively small size and lack of large-scale 

agricultural potential, the benign presence of the United States, and the relatively lower rank of 

their highest chieftain titles in comparison to those held in Western Sāmoa (Amerika Sāmoa 

Humanities Council 2009:931). Furthermore, a summary review of the histories in each of these 

parts of the archipelago shows a relatively lesser degree of conflict and feeling of injustice 

experienced at the hands of the papālagi5 (the Euro-American administrators/colonizers) in 

American Sāmoa than in independent Sāmoa (Amerika Sāmoa Humanities Council 2009; Gilson, 

1989; Gray 1960:94; Meleisea 1987a:195; Field 1991:193). Throughout this period of Sāmoan and 

papālagi interaction, Sāmoans in both Sāmoas were, for the most part, able to retain their 

traditional social structure, and the communal village land tenure systems on which it is based. The 

modern constitutions of both Sāmoas perpetuate traditional cultural institutions, which continue to 

feel the stress of contemporary circumstances. 

Sāmoan Social and Political Organization 

Within the Sāmoan word for country, atunu’u is a notion of Sāmoan social organization. Atu 

refers to ‘collection’. Nu’u, which is typically translated as ‘village’, is actually a territorial entity 

composed of land, settlement and an internal political autonomy and organization. Each nu’u is 

                                                
5 The terms papālagi (plural) or pālagi (singular) is the Sāmoan word for people of European ancestry, the first non-
Pacific peoples that Sāmoans encountered. The term literally means ‘bursting through the sky’ and different 
interpretations are offered for how the name came about, the most common one being that the ships masts were very 
tall, appearing to burst through the sky. The people on board the ships were also so different appearance that the word 
also fit the people as being as having burst through from a place beyond the known world of Oceania. The term will be 
used in this thesis as the local term for the category of people with European ancestry and the cultural attributes that 
Sāmoans associate with them.  
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comprised by its territorial area, which usually stretches from the top ridge or mountain inland of 

the village settlement, to the reef offshore. The nu’u settlement lies somewhere on that inland to 

seaward axis, usually close to the coast which allows ease of fishing as well as farming on the 

lower gentle slopes of the valleys and lands extending inland. The layout of each nu’u settlement 

was/is generally nucleated (rather than spread out). It centred on a ceremonial area called a malae. 

Each nu’u’s political order is articulated in its fa’alupega, a coded address of the village’s 

founding political order and structure in terms of its constituent matai or chiefly titles. Every 

formal meeting of matai in Sāmoa begins with the oral recitation of the fa’alupega, which also in 

some sense can be understood as a village’s constitution. The Sāmoan language has two polite 

words for nu’u: alalafaga, if orator chiefs (tulāfale) were the primary village founders; and 

afioaga, if high chiefs (ali’i) were the primary founders. The complementary socio-political 

dynamic between these two classes of chief (matai) is of central important to understanding 

traditional Sāmoan society. 

The nu’u are aligned in larger but more loosely aggregated groupings called itūmālō, a term 

translated as ‘district’, but literally meaning ‘sides of government’. Traditionally, the separate nu’u 

of an itūmālō would join together for times of battle, but on an every day basis remained 

autonomous. Thus Sāmoa is composed of a collection or network of inter-related political, social 

and territorial entities, each with its own internal political order, but collectively composing a 

single unified structure. A nu’u consists of people who comprise the village’s constituent corporate 

descent groups. These descent groups are anchored in the village through their matai title(s) 

encoded in the village fa’alupega. Those groups draw membership through ambilineal descent, 

that is, membership may be through either mother or father. This produces a high level of 

flexibility and fluidity in the society in terms of residence and avenues for social achievement. The 

rule of ambilineal descent means every individual holds actual or potential membership in multiple 

descent groups, some of which are likely to be in other villages. This produces the flexibility in 

choice of residence as well as the ability to change residence and alter priorities in terms of various 

descent group affiliations. There is also flexibility in terms of residence after marriage. The 

husband may live with his wife’s family as a faiavā (a man married into the group) or woman may 

live with her husband’s family as a nofotane (a woman married into the group). Changes of 

residence between husband or wife’s family may, and commonly do occur over the course of a 

marriage. Neo-local residence, which gives rise to the nuclear family household, is still far from 

the norm in either independent Sāmoa or American Sāmoa, though pressure in that direction exists. 
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Emphasis remains on the group as manifested in extended family households and the larger 

grouping of corporate descent groups. 

Rights of membership in descent groups are activated through participation in the productive 

activities and ceremonial life of the descent group. Every descent group of a nu’u thereby has its 

core resident group, which consists of several local extended family households, led and 

represented by its matai titleholder. Each descent group usually has several different matai titles, 

but only one is the sa’o, the leading chief for the entire descent group to whom other titles are 

subservient. Because of the fluidity in the system, membership in the core residential group 

changes over time as people change residence. Additional members of the descent group reside in 

other nu’u, as well as today in other countries (mostly urban metropolises of the New Zealand, 

Australia and the USA). However, they travel to the village of their descent groups to whom they 

hold active membership for special descent group functions or activities, such as bestowal of matai 

titles, funerals, weddings, or building a new descent group guesthouse, etc. The family guesthouse 

is itself an important structure for all such events, as the study details later. These events and the 

strong need to participate to maintain membership spurs the high level of geographic mobility in 

the society, which today has become transnationalized (Van der Ryn 1991a & b; Lilomaiva-Doctor 

2009). 

Traditional leadership in Sāmoa is understood as divinely ordained in the matai system, 

called the fa’amatai (literally the way of matai). Each matai title is actually the name of the 

ancestral founder of the descent group who is then also considered one of the founders of the nu’u. 

Titles are attributed divine qualities because Sāmoan legends and mythology ultimately attribute 

chiefly titles as descended from the gods, of whom Tagaloaalagi is the primary progenitor. 

Sāmoans have fully embraced and absorbed the Christian religion into the culture and their lives, 

making adjustments in both the culture and the religion between earlier beliefs and values with 

those of Christianity. The matai title (which is the ancestral name) is considered a valued 

collective property of the descent group and ultimately the collective of the village, which 

recognizes it within its fa’alupega. Embodied within the title is its prestige and rank within the 

political system, and the spirit and wisdom of the ancestor that enables the leadership and authority 

of the person invested with the title. When people holding high-ranking titles from one nu’u enter 

a different nu’u, they are respected and honoured for the titles they hold, but their high-ranking 

titles only hold authority in the village where the title is anchored. This political and social 
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dynamic rests on the value Sāmoans place on the political autonomy of the nu’u in a larger 

structure to which it is tied, but not made subservient. 

A large part of a title’s value stems from the authority and respect it bestows upon its holder. 

That authority includes the custodianship of the descent group lands (both for the construction of 

buildings and the growing of crops) in the village and the political representation of the descent 

group in the circle of the village matai when they sit in council meeting. The matai holds the 

position of custodian and trustee of the descent group lands. Land used for such things as building 

structures or planting crops is under his supervision and authority of the head matai. Anyone 

seeking to build on the land or use it for any purpose must seek and obtain his permission first. 

Likewise, the matai is responsible for providing access to the land and its resources to all descent 

group members. 

The matai is not the owner of that land and has no right to sell it or use it solely for personal 

gain, but is responsible for both the welfare and behaviours of the descent group members under 

his authority. Descent group members are expected to serve (tautua), obey and respect their matai. 

This includes the provision of food, resources and labour to the matai on a daily basis, though 

some of these practices, particularly in the more urban areas do not happen that much anymore. 

Performing tautua in the forms of contribution of resources and labour is particularly important 

during fa’alavelave or, major descent group events in which the matai offers gifts on behalf of his 

descent group in exchange with other groups. The generosity displayed in such events helps 

promote the dignity and prestige of the title, the chief and the descent group within the community.  

Several other social organizations cut across the various descent groups constituting a nu’u. 

These include the association of untitled men, called the aumaga, who collectively provide the 

hard labour or muscle for village projects initiated by the matai council. The aualuma is comprised 

of the unmarried (including widowed) natal women of the village, and the faletua ma tausi is the 

association of wives of ali’i and tulāfale. Each of these associations have their own internal 

structure that mirrors that of the matai council and each may initiate village projects with the matai 

council blessing. Of the three associations, the aualuma has lost some of its traditional importance, 

particularly in villages of American Sāmoa, but the aualuma typically plays an important role in 

hosting visitors and organizing refreshments and entertainment. The aualuma is traditionally under 

the leadership of their taupou, a titled maiden, usually the daughter of the high chief. The faletua 

ma tausi often focus their collective energies on the weaving of fine mats, That was/is also a 

function of the aualuma and together with the in-married women of the village may form the more 
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modern women’s committee (called either komiti fafine or komiti tumama). The aualuma, who are 

also part of the komiti, initiate and oversee such things as village sanitation projects. In addition to 

these village groupings, the village church congregations are socially organized with similar 

structures (matai, wives of matai, unmarried women, and untitled men). These groups support and 

promote the church, its minister and the various activities of the congregation.  

Whereas the matai has ultimate authority and responsibility with respect to his or her descent 

group and the actions of its members, the collective of the village matai (or the fono) has ultimate 

authority in the governance of the village. They create the rules of conduct and also hold the 

authority to fine and/or banish a matai, his family and descendents from the village for a variety of 

infractions. Central modern governments in both Sāmoas continue to uphold the traditional 

political system invested in the fa’amatai, as well as national laws and constitutions, which include 

certain freedoms and rights of individuals. Legal and cultural conflicts do regularly occur between 

actions of village matai councils and the central government (So’o 2008). 

While men hold the majority of titles, women may receive matai titles and currently hold a 

small percentage of the titles. Women may not wish to take or be given matai titles because of 

their role as sisters and wives. The brother –sister relationship is known as feagaiga, a relationship 

that obligates a brother and his line to look after his sister’s and her descendents interests. This 

relationship gives the sister veto power (and the power of curse) over her brother. In addition, the 

female and her descendents maintain full rights to her group and its resources, including land. 

According to informants, if the female or her line succeeds to the descent group title, then the 

feagaiga is deemed to hold less strength and is thereby less respected. In other words by not 

receiving the title, the sister and her descendents receive other types of sacred privileges.  

A core cultural dynamic within the matai system is two classificatory types of matai: ali’i 

(high chiefs) and tulāfale (talking chiefs or orators). These two types of matai are internally ranked 

and cut across all the levels of matai rank. Some ali’i titles in a village are higher ranking than 

some tulāfale titles but lower ranking than other tulāfale titles, and so forth. The status as either 

ali’i or tulāfale does not in itself bear upon the matai role and position with respect to the descent 

group as its leader, custodian of land and representative in village councils. Furthermore, the sa’o 

(head matai) may be of either a tulāfale or ali’i. The criteria and process involved in succession to 

these titles is the same involving both ascribed and achieved forms of status. However, for 

important tulāfale titles, the oratorical skills and historical knowledge of incumbents are 

considered particularly important (Keesing and Keesing 1956).  
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The matai categories of ali’i and tulāfale bear importance mainly upon the inter-relationship 

and interactions between and amongst matai, particularly in more formal situations such as in 

chiefly meetings and ‘ava ceremonies, as well as in the customary gift making and exchanges that 

accompany funerals, weddings, title investitures, church and house openings, tattoo completions, 

and other celebratory events. The powers of ali’i are generally understood as more sacred and 

symbolic while those of tulāfale are more instrumental within the political dynamics of Sāmoan 

culture. Within this framework, tulāfale are given the position of mediating and representing the 

powers of ali’i within important events in the political and social life of communities. It is through 

this position that they become the talking chiefs or orators in the events that mark Sāmoan life. 

This cultural demarcation of two types of power is spatially demarcated in the Sāmoan fale 

when matai come together for the ‘ava ceremony and formal meetings. The ali’i occupy posts of 

the round ends while the tulāfale sit at posts of the front straight middle section between the two 

round ends, first directing the initial ‘ava ceremony and making initial speeches, and later 

introducing the topic and facilitating the discussion. The spatial demarcation of the structure is 

architecturally reinforced in the tripartite roof consisting of a middle itū section and two half 

spherical tala on each side. The itū/tala relationship in the building and its spatial uses give 

architectural expression to the paired complementary relationship of ali’i and tulāfale in the 

society.6 The ali’i sitting at the ends lend their dignified authority to a meeting; their power is 

viewed symbolically. The power of the tulāfale, who are understood to speak on behalf of their 

ali’i, is viewed as instrumental, and based on their oratorical ability to promote the prestige of the 

ali’i, and mediate the earthly and divine elements of a gathering. That mediation can then be 

understood as mediating the social space of that gathering.7 This is most artistically and 

symbolically expressed in the ‘ava ceremony when performed in a traditional council house, or 

fale fono.  

Each ali’i typically has at least one tulāfale whose oratorical skills are used to boost the 

dignity and prestige of the ali’i and by extension the entire descent group. In some cases, for 

example, the Le’iato paramount ali’i title of Faga’itua village used as a case study in Chapter VII, 

has two associated tulāfale, one the internal affairs of the descent group and the village, and one 

                                                
6 Certain matai titles are called tulāfale/ali’i, which hold the privilege of being used in either position as either a 
tulāfale or ali’i, but never simultaneously as both, just as one can never sit at both the front middle and ends of a house 
at the same time.  
7 The ali’i may speak out their opinions directly, if they feel compelled, and their words generally are given much 
weight. For an ali’i to feel compelled to speak a lot in such meetings may imply that his tulāfale has not really done his 
job well. 
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who acts as the ambassador for Le’iato in his meetings with chiefs and groups from other villages 

and islands. The political expediency of oratory is well recognized in Sāmoa and as such is one of 

the most actively pursued and developed of all Sāmoan art forms up to the present. Tulāfale 

skilfully draw on their knowledge of social relationships, Sāmoan history, legends and biblical 

sources to bring out the full significance and honour of social relationships enacted within events 

where the speeches are made. For all these services they are compensated in traditional fine mats 

and/or cash from the groups with whom the exchanges are being made (that gift is called a ‘lafo’), 

as well as from within the ali’i and descent group on whose behalf his speech making services 

were rendered.  

In former years, prior to Christian influence, tulāfale also acted as marriage brokers on 

behalf of their ali’i, often arranging a succession of marriages between their ali’i and high-ranking 

women of different villages. Emotional attachments between an ali’i and his wife were apparently 

ignored, as each new union resulted in another heir who helped produce important political and 

social alliances. In addition, individual descent groups and villages did not control the most 

powerful paramount ali’i titles. Instead, two powerful orator groups developed – Pule in Savai’i 

and Tumua in Upolu 8, who brokered the succession of these paramount titles, which had many 

different genealogical lines. Mistakenly thinking that these titles gave absolute power like a 

European king, the European colonizers, attempted to subvert the power of these successions from 

Pule and Tumua so they could influence the successions directly themselves (Davidson 1967; 

Meleisea 1987a). 

In continuity with the past, life crisis events in Sāmoa (e.g. funerals, title investitures, 

weddings, tattoo and house completion ceremonies) still involve the collection, exchange and 

redistribution of wealth, which traditionally involved mainly fine mats (woven by women), pigs 

and other food, as well as other objects of material culture, including sometimes houses. Fine mats 

are still an important part of Sāmoan exchanges, though houses are not. Modern cloth, money and 

other store bought items, such as canned or salted beef and fish are additional newer types of items 

used in the exchange. With money having becoming increasingly a part of the exchanges, the 

conspicuous and competitive display of generosity, a source of pride and prestige for the 

respective chiefs and their descent groups, has become inflated within contemporary Sāmoan 

                                                
8 Note, Tutuila was traditionally a part of the Atua District in the eastern side of Upolu; the three populated islands of 
Manu’a, which held the supreme and most divine title of the Tui-Manu’a, held its own separate but well recognized 
political order.  
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communities. The tulāfale serve as orators at these events, and direct the gifting of the valuables, 

food and money.  

Every individual, as a member of multiple descent groups, theoretically holds claims to 

multiple titles from those multiple groups. There are roughly 15,000 matai in independent Sāmoa 

in a population of a little more than 160,000 (Tcherkezoff 2005:254). The multitude of titles, the 

process for selecting candidates, and the representation of every family in community governance 

through their matai are all characteristics of what Goldman (1970:244) classifies as an ‘open’ 

Polynesian aristocracy in contrast to the more stratified oligarchies of eastern Polynesia. 

The process of selecting new candidates for bestowal of a matai title is collectively decided 

by the relevant descent group, called the ‘āigapotopoto. They must convene in the family 

guesthouse, which is situated on the ancestral house site of the descent group founder, to discuss 

and come to a consensus on who would be the worthy candidate to hold the title and serve the 

interests of the descent group through the title in question. Succession is thus not automatic from 

generation to generation, and choices to rotate between descent group branches is a strategy that 

some descent groups found in American Sāmoa have chosen to maintain unity and cooperation 

between branches to maintain unity for the encompassing descent group. As discussed in Chapter 

VI, the ways the governments of two Sāmoas have chosen to regulate the matai system is different, 

which also has architectural implications with regards to the guesthouse. However, a number of 

criteria are used in choosing a worthy candidate for a title. These include genealogy, knowledge of 

family history and Sāmoan custom, character and leadership qualities, and perhaps most important 

a past record of service to and love for the larger extended family. Every descent group bestows 

titles on selected members. Because that selection is based on both ascribed and achieved forms of 

status, the matai system can be considered to be democratic.  

Master Carpenter (Tufuga) Guilds & Sāmoan Architecture 

Within this system of confederated villages led by councils of chiefs representing constituent 

descent groups of the community developed an important and prestigious class of master craftsmen 

called tufuga responsible for the development of chiefly boats, tattoos, and most significantly, 

houses. The house building and boat building guilds are described in Sāmoan legend as descended 

directly from the progenitor God Tagaloaalagi (see Chapter III). This helps explain the honorific 

term of address agaiotupu (companion of kings) used for these master artists. The parent name of 

the carpenter’s guild is ‘Āiga Sā Malama, from which a number of branches developed (e.g. Sao, 

Le Ifi, Moe, Logo, Solofuti, etc), each associated with all the major districts and islands of the 
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Sāmoan archipelago (Allen 1993:162-163; Buck 1930:84; Handy and Handy 1924:15; Turner 

1884).  

Every high-ranking village chief required a large well-built guesthouse where he could 

receive guests, collect the extended members of his descent group together, and meet with other 

matai. This need spurred the development of this specialist-building guild and the refinement of 

Sāmoan architecture. The commissioning chief entered into contracts with the agaiotupu to 

commission the building of a new house. In these contracts, a number of protocol rituals and 

payments to the master builder had to be strictly adhered to. The prestige involved with the houses 

was high and as a result the contracting costs were also high. As Buck (1930:84) reports, the tufuga 

held the upper hand. They held the right to abandon a half completed house if they were not 

compensated well enough during the ritual payments at different phases of the construction or if 

any infraction occurred, . They could also place a taboo on any other matuafaiva from completing 

the job.  

At one point in the early 20th Century the traditional Sāmoan building guilds noticed a 

decline in the number of house commissions. This was attributed to the high costs, particularly 

exasperated by the incorporation by that time of items purchased with money into the ritual 

payments to the carpenters (Handy and Handy 1924:17). The entire guild met to make collective 

decisions regarding how to re-stimulate the trade by lessening the costs, for example reducing the 

number of feasts required. As a result, “families found themselves better able to bear the expense 

of building, and trade soon revived” (Handy and Handy 1924:17).  

In describing indigenous Sāmoan architectural forms and settlement patterns, a few general 

points can be made that apply to the larger traditional guesthouses, the chiefly residences as well 

as the smaller auxiliary structures of a household. The underlying indigenous principles require 

open sides, no internal divisions, a straight middle section, round ends. These principles 

determine that each structure comprises only one room. Open sides allow cooling trade winds to 

enter the house, as well as light, but also have become symbolic for Sāmoan culture and its 

hospitality. The openness of the structure can also be seen to be part of traditional democratic and 

transparent principles in the political process of the society. People are able to see and hear the 

chiefly meetings. Round ends are aerodynamic and give the structure additional strength against 

the destructive force of high winds during the hurricanes that periodically visit the islands.  

The posts, which, with the open sides are visible from both interior and exterior space, not 

only hold up the dome shaped roof, but also serve as back rests when sitting cross-legged in the 
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fale. Sitting is on woven mats on the floor made of crushed corals or pebbles. It was the 

Europeans who introduced chairs, and more traditional Sāmoans still tend to prefer to sit on the 

floor even when chairs are available. During formal occasions, the post one sits at serves to 

signify one’s rank and position in the society. The cultural formula prescribes that the orators 

(tulāfale) sit at the front posts of the straight middle section (le itū luma). It is from these posts 

that the ceremonial speeches are made. At the posts in the round tala on each side of the middle 

itū sit the ali’i . The highest-ranking ali’i sits at the central posts situated at the apex of the round 

ends. The complementary between tulāfale and ali’i in the society is mirrored in the 

complementary parts of the single space of a Sāmoan house, between the middle itū sections and 

the two round tala. Attendants to the gathering, including the preparers of the ‘ava sit on the rear 

side of the structure.  

When a fale is utilized for meetings of non-matai groups, such as the aumaga (untitled 

men), the aualuma (unmarried natal women), or tausi ma faletua (wives of orators and high 

chiefs), custom prescribes participants to sit according to the post where their matai (i.e. the 

spouse in the case of the tausi or faletua) would sit relative to the other people and their 

associated matai in that situation. In this manner the social structure of the society is given spatial 

demarcation. Front versus rear provides an axis for asymmetrical forms of rank, for example 

between titled and untitled, or between guests and hosts, depending on the context. These socio-

spatial practices are applied and adapted to different spatial and architectural contexts and apply 

to both the microcosm of individual structures as well as to the larger scale of entire villages.  

Village layouts follow a general pattern of an open central or front area of higher ranking 

ceremonial public area constituting the village’s malae, bordered by the higher ranking 

guesthouses, behind which are built the main chiefly houses supported to their rear by the smaller 

auxiliary structures primarily occupied by the lower ranking members of the chief’s extended 

family household. This pattern follows the same radial front/rear (centre/periphery) ranking of 

space as found within each family compound and within each individual structure, always 

emphasizing a collective centre to which people serve from the outer edges.   

These traditional features and principles still found expressed, to various degrees, in 

contemporary Sāmoan village architecture and space, are reflected the earliest first hand written 

description of a Sāmoan village as found in the following excerpt from the journal of French 
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explorer, Jean Francois de La Pérouse, whose visit to Aasu Village, Tutuila in 1788, marks the first 

European’s visit in a Sāmoan village. 9  

The houses were placed in the circumference of a circle, about 150 
fathoms in diameter, the center of which formed a vast open place, with 
a grass-plate of the most beautiful verdure; ….I entered the handsomest 
of these huts, which probably belonged to the Chief, when how great 
was my surprise, to see a large room of lattice work, equally well 
executed with any of those about Paris. The best architect could not 
have given a more elegant curve to the extremities of the ellipsis that 
terminated this cabin; a range of columns at five feet distance from each 
other was placed all round it: these columns were made of trunks of 
trees wrought with great nicety, between which, fine mats [the Sāmoan 
pola blinds], artfully laid one on the other like the scales of a fish, were 
elevated or let down by cords like our Venetian blind. (La Pérouse 
1799:130) 

This 1788 description helps to establish understanding about the high level of historical 

continuity in Sāmoan village built environments despite contact and interaction with European 

culture and colonialism over the last 180 years. Such a description would also fit many Sāmoan 

villages well into 1960s and 70s, though the main added structures would be the grand 

Romanesque churches also near the central malae area, and bits of corrugated iron roofing and 

some other introduced European forms here and there. The ‘vast open’ area at the centre of the 

village around which the houses were placed was the village malae, still an important feature and 

identity of every Sāmoan village, though modern roads and other developments have effected 

their physical features. Village malae provide a central focus and front orientation to the village.  

 

                                                
9 La Pérouse’s visit in Sāmoa ended in a violent clash between the French and the Sāmoans. As a result, Europeans 
avoided coming to Sāmoa for the next 40 years until the first European missionary of Christianity to Sāmoa, John 
Williams, arrived in 1830, long after Christianity had been introduced to all the other major island groups of Polynesia.  
 

Figure 2: Image of ‘traditional’ 
Sāmoan village setting, with matai 
holding a fono (meeting) in the 
falefono. (illustration by Fepulea’i 
M. Van der Ryn) 
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The aesthetically pleasing guesthouse on the edge of the malae in Aasu that La Pérouse 

entered and described is without doubt, the quintessential fale lapotopoto, the almost round 

structure, which according to Sāmoan tradition is the proper structure used for holding councils, 

thus called a fale fono (meetinghouse) or a faletalimālō (guesthouse) because it is the formal house 

to welcome guests with an ‘ava ceremony into a village. It is also an ancestral house associated 

with the title of the founder of one of the village’s descent groups. Because of the structure’s 

importance to the descent group and community, and its relatively greater height of its roof peak in 

comparison to other indigenous architectural forms it has traditionally also been referred to the 

faletele (‘great house’ or ‘large house’). 

  
 
 
 
 

             
 
 
 

 

The traditional faletele, the fale lapotopoto (or round house) consists of a short supporting 

central section (itū) of five to ten feet in length supported with one, two, or three tall central posts. 

On each side of the itū are attached the two half spheres of the round ends (tala), which comprise 
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Figure 3: Faletele cross sections: (Left) Cross section view end-to-end, showing middle 
itū section with three central posts and round tala (ends) on each side. (Right) Cross 
section at the itū showing the so’a (collar beams) stretching front to rear across the central 
columns of the itū.  

Figure 4: Faleāfolau cross sections: (Left) Cross section end-to-end, showing the elongated 
middle itū section. (Right) cross section at the itū, showing the use of paired internal posts 
with utupoto (tie beams) connecting them at the top. (Illustrations courtesy of UNESCO 1992) 
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the majority of the house’s volume. An ascending series of collar beams stretched across these 

central posts from front to back to strengthen this small middle section of the roof. A convex 

sloping roof is also an important feature that gives the massive roof tensile strength, and a sense of 

expanding space, yet lightness.  

Today, guesthouses/meeting houses take on a variety of forms, such as long oval or 

rectangular. As a consequence the term faletele is sometimes applied to either the most important 

and or largest house structure of a family (regardless of its shape), or to the round shaped structure 

traditionally used as the guest or council house. The current study follows the second use, which is 

commonly used in the literature, using the word faletele to refer to the traditional round structure. 

The term faletalimālō is used to refer to structures built as descent group and village guesthouses, 

some of which are the designated village meetinghouses. 

Each village guesthouse is traditionally the gathering place for its associated descent group 

signified by its highest-ranking title at time of life crisis events. It is the structure used for village 

council meetings or welcoming ceremonies, housing village guests, and occasional village 

entertainments. In the past, one of the village guesthouses could be occupied and slept in by the 

village taupou, the high chief’s titled daughter, together with her retinue of aualuma members, but 

this practice disappeared under Christianity, which encouraged young women to stay instead at the 

pastor’s house if not in their own families. Guesthouses could be and still are also periodically used 

as structures for the collective work of weaving by one of the women’s associations. Additional 

more contemporary activities observed occurring in Sāmoan guesthouses include bingo games, 

voting stations during elections. 

The second most important traditional Sāmoan architectural form is the faleāfolau (literally 

‘voyaging house’ but referring to the longer oval shape larger Sāmoan house), also built by master 

builders of the traditional Sāmoan building guilds (Buck 1930:9).10 This structure, like the fale 

lapotopoto, also has a straight middle section (itū) and two round ends. The difference lies in the 

lengthening of the itū section without any increase in roof height or width, giving it a long 

elliptical shape, reminiscent of their name sake, faleāfolau (literally, ‘voyaging house’) the 

structures historically built for storing the large doubled hulled Sāmoan voyaging canoes, which 

Sāmoans stopped building after European contact. Figures 3 and 4 illustrate the construction of 

                                                
10 Buck states it was originally pronounced as fale-fa’a-afolau, ‘like a boat house’, but as such boat houses stopped 
being built together with the double hulled Sāmoan sailing canoes (alia) they housed, the use of the fa’a, meaning 
‘resembling’ was removed, to become simply faleāfolau. The main structural difference would be that the old 
boathouses had no round ends. 
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both types, with the significance of the straight middle itū section and the two round tala on each 

side in both structures 

To technically accommodate the increased length of the itū, the internal posts are arranged as 

two parallel lines down the length of the itū section with tie beams (utupoto) connecting each pair 

of posts at their top.  The use of utupoto as opposed to so’a (collar beams) as used in the faletele, 

gives rise to the alternate name of faleutupoto for this structural type of Sāmoan fale. The 

faleāfolau’s floor area can be expanded simply by lengthening the middle itū section with the 

addition of more internal posts. Roof height and house width may remain the same. In contrast, the 

faletele floor area and number of sitting posts is only increased through a heightening of the roof, 

so the round proportions of the structure are not changed. Related to this point is the way a 

traditional builder determined the size of structure desired by a commissioning chief. If it were to 

be a faletele, he would ask how many so’a (collar beams were desired). If it were to be a 

faleāfolau, he would ask how many poutū, (internal posts) were desired. 

The first Sāmoan chapels built after the introduction of Christianity in 1830 were enlarged 

faleāfolau to which plaster walls were added (Barnes and Green 2008; Refiti 2002a). Barnes and 

Green (2008) argue, based on historical and archaeological evidence, that prior to the introduction 

of Christianity in Sāmoa in 1830 the faleāfolau form did not exist. Thus, the use of the term 

‘traditional’ is only relative. They suggest that the need for a local form that could be adapted to 

chapel construction stimulated the adoption and adaptation of the long oval shaped Tongan 

meetinghouse, called a fale hau, being that the round shaped Sāmoan faletele was not well adapted 

to be used for chapels.  

A closer look at historical evidence suggests that Christianity may well have spawned a 

further development of the faleāfolau in the architectural landscape of Sāmoa, but its form in Sāmoa 

certainly must pre-date the coming of Christianity. Statements that John Williams, the first 

European missionary in Sāmoa, wrote in his journal upon his first visit to Sāmoa in 1830 support 

this view. 

Another subject of conversation was the erection of a good substantial 
chapel as a model for all the other settlements to imitate. I gave a 
decided preference to the Sāmoa buildings above the Tahitian as being 
more substantial and being better adapted to a place of worship than 
the Tahitian, the Tahitian houses being long and narrow. (Moyle 
1984:141) 

As the statement above attests (and other statements in Williams’ journal), Williams thought at 

least one of the existing Sāmoan architectural types was well suited for adaptation to the first 
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Christian chapel constructions in Sāmoa. The question is which of the different architectural types? 

As it is well documented that the first Sāmoan chapels were built modeled after faleāfolau, it 

becomes clear that the type of Sāmoan building Williams was referring to above must have been 

the faleāfolau type. In constructing them as chapels, the main addition made was the solid lime 

walls to separate interior and exterior space, which the missionaries thought was necessary for 

purpose of Christian worship. Never is their any historical data that explicitly states any borrowing 

of architectural ideas for the first Sāmoan chapels from the similar looking Tongan meetinghouse.  

 Within the domestic sphere of family structures, the faleāfolau appears to have been most 

commonly utilized for chiefly residences (faletōfā.). This information is based both on the 

interviews conducted for the current research, and reviewing numerous historical photographs from 

the first half of the 20th Century taken in many villages of both American Sāmoa and Western 

Sāmoa. The round faletele were observed exclusively situated on the malae’s edge, indicating their 

function as guest and meeting houses. Faleāfolau are typically visible some 20 to 50 yards to the 

rear of the guesthouses (further away from the central malae), often set among the family grove of 

shade providing breadfruit trees, which also supply an important staple food, as well as a key 

building material. Buck (1930:19) reports that while the round faletele was considered the proper 

guest or council house, occasionally faleāfolau were built as guesthouses. Of the few traditionally 

constructed Sāmoan guesthouses observed in 2004, the numbers of faletele and faleāfolau appeared 

about equal. Interviewees answered that the round faletele has more mamalu (dignity, authority and 

prestige) as a meetinghouse than the faleāfolau.  

Smaller auxiliary structures (faleo’o) of the chief’s extended household are built on the 

family compound behind the main residential structure. Though more crudely built by the young 

men of the family, they replicate the same basic form of the more prestigious faletele and 

faleāfolau – straight middle section, round ends, and open sides, which in bad weather can be 

closed with the draw of string that drops the polasisi (blinds). These structures are the abodes of 

the serving members of the household, particularly the single untitled men, and young couples. 

Single women of the family, as well as young children, generally sleep in the main residential 

structure of the chief in front.  
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Contemporary Sāmoan Communities: Societal and Architectural Change 

 What constitutes Sāmoan traditions or ‘traditional’ architecture is contested because what is 

‘traditional’ evolves and develops over time weighted with political overtones and uses. Yet, as 

discussed evidence does exist to show a high level of architectural and cultural continuity in the 

Sāmoan Islands, lacking any major social break down that has occurred in some other indigenous 

cultures under extreme cultural contact situations. Some Sāmoans apply the proverb, ‘e sui faiga, 

ae tumau le fa’avae’ (‘change practices, but keep firm the foundation’) when discussing change. 

The proverb addresses how new practices are incorporated into their working definition and 

expression of the fa’asāmoa (Sāmoa way) and āganu’u Sāmoa (Sāmoan custom). The 

‘foundation’ is seen in structure and principles, not necessarily in physical objects. This concept 

holds theoretical importance in the current study’s examination of architectural change. When 

new objects or institutions are integrated using Sāmoan principles in the fa’asāmoa they become 

identifiable as Sāmoan and part of Sāmoan culture. After some decades they also become 

‘tradition.’ 

The increasing influence over the last 60 years of a cash and wage based economy, and new 

types of building materials, technologies, ways of accruing social status, ideas about property, 

space, and privacy, and new types of material possessions, have affected how new buildings get 

built, or old buildings remodelled. In terms of the built forms found on village family compounds 

(which typically consist of a multitude of structures), there has been a noticeable increase in 

structures with solid exterior (and sometimes interior) walls, at least in part of the structure, and an 

increase in the use of straight (rather than round) ends, and thus the addition of corners. At the 

same time construction and material changes have caused a decrease in roof height and slant with a 

loss of the graceful convexual curve. 

Change can be seen to be neither uniform nor unidirectional. Rather, the examination shows 

a great mix of traditional features and principles combined in a variety of ways. House owners and 

builders, under different types of constraints, choose and combine various features, layouts and 

materials, as suitable to their aspirations, way of life, identity, economics, values, aesthetics, and 

community context. The question of ‘the difference walls make’ in the thesis title points to only 

one of many changing Sāmoan architectural features investigated in relation to the wider sphere of 
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Sāmoan culture and society. Yet, the average decreased level and frequency of architectural 

openness in Sāmoan villages, particularly in American Sāmoa, is of special interest for 

investigation of socio-cultural dynamics and implications, thus the title: ‘What Difference Walls 

Make’. 

While large Sāmoan communities are now found in metropolitan cities of the United States, 

Aotearoa New Zealand, and Australia, Sāmoan villages offer the core context, heart and reason 

for the practice of the fa’asāmoa as an evolving system of Sāmoan ideas and practices. These 

practices and ideas are generally understood as culturally specific precepts, regardless of material 

types of changes. The organization of nu’u internally and externally in relation to each other 

provides the basic socio-political context for understanding the historical and on-going 

development of Sāmoan architecture.  

The architectural landscape of the villages and family compounds of both independent 

Sāmoa and American Sāmoa reflects an ever-changing mixture of architectural forms and 

principles that combine newer and older materials and design elements in a variety of ways. These 

architectural and spatial configurations both reflect and shape the ongoing social and cultural 

developments occurring in the society in a variety of ways and became the focus of the current 

research. 

Relevant Past Studies in Sāmoa 

 An important aspect of the current research project was to review the existing scholarship 

regarding Sāmoan culture and architecture. This review can be divided into four different 

categories. Though information and perspectives contained in these existing studies is referenced 

more specifically in upcoming chapters, this brief summary identifies some general ideas relevant 

to the current study. 

1) General Sāmoan ethnography primarily addressing social organisation or behaviour, but 

containing relevant discussions of Sāmoan architecture (e.g., Keesing 1956; Keen 1979; 

Shore 1982; Holmes 1992; Duranti 1990, 1992a & b, 1997) 

2) Material culture studies include detailed technical descriptions of Sāmoan architecture, 

construction and rituals (e.g., Handy & Handy1924; Buck 1930; Krämer 1942; Neich 

1985; UNESCO 1992). 

3) Architectural Studies and papers about Sāmoan architecture generated from within the 

discipline of architecture (Etuale 1990; Refiti 2001, 2002a&b, 2004, 2007a&b, 2008) 
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4) One Art History PhD study about Sāmoan architectural traditions and practices as part of 

Sāmoan cultural and spatial matrixes (Allen 1993). This is the only study that attempts to 

provide a comprehensive cultural analysis of how Sāmoan architectural forms and 

building processes fit into the society.  

Keen’s (1979) study, Houses Without Walls: Sāmoan Social Control, did not focus on 

Sāmoan architecture per se, but rather, on the psycho-cultural factors of Sāmoan social control, 

which Keen argues is highly externalised in Sāmoan life. Describing the lack of walls and the lack 

of privacy in Sāmoan architecture and village life, Keen (1979:306) asserts that, “Architecture 

symbolizes the public nature of Sāmoan life as well as helping to maintain it.” Keen’s describes 

Sāmoans as being socialized to rely on external mechanisms, such as public view (which Sāmoan 

open architecture facilitates), as opposed to individual internalized constraints, as means of social 

control. Certainly, while Sāmoan socialization may rely strongly on public view and opinion, 

internalization of moral values on behaviour are not absent. 

The current research was designed neither to challenge nor validate Keen’s hypothesis, 

though some informants did discuss these social issues in relation to the openness of Sāmoan 

architecture. For example, it was discussed how more enclosed housing behaviours and activities 

inside a house are less visible from exterior space (and thereby become more permissible, or at 

least facilitated). Public view therefore tends to inhibit anti-social behaviour, including hoarding of 

food or possessions.  Openness, in contrast, facilitates and helps enforce the social norm and 

etiquette of sharing and generosity, and is an architectural feature that Sāmoans generally equate 

with the values and practices of hospitality. The open Sāmoan architecture may very well be an 

active part of that equation. However, to believe internalized constraints are absent represents a far 

too extreme view. 

Shore (1982:179) maintains “the Sāmoan association of control with the open house seems 

to be a largely implicit understanding” (Shore 1982:179). The openness is more explicitly 

associated with ideologies of sharing food, friendliness and hospitality. In other words, Sāmoans 

do not need open architecture to prevent them from committing actual crimes, but clearly lack of 

hospitality and sharing of food can be interpreted as being less than sociable in Sāmoan ideology 

and practice. 

Holmes (1992:107) writes more specifically about social changes in American Sāmoa, 

including the dramatic change in house forms he witnessed on his return to the islands in 1988. 

When he had one his previous fieldwork 30 years earlier, almost all the houses in the Manu’a 
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Islands were still completely traditional form, materials and construction. However, he does not 

offer any social analysis regarding the socio-cultural dynamics and implications of those changes.  

The early material culture studies of Sāmoan architecture (e.g. Handy 1924; Buck 1930; 

Krämer 1942), which in all cases were part of larger material culture studies, provide rich detail 

about the technical aspects of house construction and social rituals involved, as well as some 

description of associated oral traditions. Roger Neich (1985) presents the first study of change in 

Sāmoan material culture, including house forms. Unlike former studies, Neich’s brief but 

important study does not attempt to reconstitute “an overall picture of traditional, unchanging, 

unadulterated Sāmoan material culture” (Neich 1985:7) because by the 1980’s a number of 

observable changes could not be ignored.  

Neich borrows ideas about ‘generative grammar’ from folklorist, Henry Glassie’s (1975) 

work on Virginia folk housing, to identify the specific features of innovation and the enduring 

principles that structure processes of change. The ideas of ‘generative principles’ in building form 

design is taken up and elaborated greatly in Chapter V of the current study. Neich suggests that the 

increased variety of house forms reflects an expanded repertoire and competence of skills “from 

which he [the builder] is able to produce an artefact [building] best suited to his needs of the time. 

So long as the older techniques are still retained … he may produce an object [house] either early 

or late in the evolutionary sequence” (Neich 1985:26). Neich’s statement comes from the 

perspective of an owner/builder, since certainly the chosen design also depends on the owner/user 

and affordable costs. The type of form and construction must necessarily relate to both needs and 

resources (including building knowledge and skills). 

UNESCO’s publication The Sāmoan Fale (1992) promoted appreciation and knowledge 

about traditional Sāmoan architectural building knowledge, techniques, forms, layout and uses as 

an important part of Sāmoa’s cultural heritage. In their efforts to secure knowledgeable traditional 

Sāmoan builders to consult for the book’s informational content, the authors report, “the 

undertaking proved far more complicated than initially imagined. Traditional builders with a 

knowledge not only of the techniques but the appropriate vocabulary proved to be in short supply” 

(UNESCO 1992:1). Today, almost two decades later that statement remains true. Clearly over a 

few decades knowledge and skills were lost from not being passed down, largely because the 

demand for traditional structures decreased. The case of the smaller, more crudely constructed 

faleo’o is a different story as most men in rural villages of independent Sāmoa are still competent 

in building such structures. 
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The UNESCO authors also mention the technical strength of the Sāmoan fale to endure 

hurricane strength winds, noting the much greater damage suffered by ‘European style’ houses 

than Sāmoan ones when powerful and destructive Cyclone Ofa battered the Sāmoan Islands for 

three days in February 1990 (UNESCO 1992:10). The experience documenting Sāmoan fale in 

hurricanes, as well as in the devastating 2009 tsunami reveals some very important advantages to 

Sāmoan structures, which are discussed briefly in Chapter VII. 

Fonoti Etuale and Leali’ifano Albert Refiti are both Sāmoans with formal education in 

architecture and spatial design. Etuale’s (1990) study was framed as a practical design challenge to 

address Western Sāmoa’s growing population on a limited land base, the increasing dependence on 

imported materials, and the impact of changing transportation. As Etuale (1990:28) states, 

“Western Sāmoa still believes in her culture, customs and traditions. Most of these are oriented 

literally around the traditional houses, the fale.” Accepting an implicit link between human 

behaviours and housing form, wherein “forms once built, affect behaviour, attitudes and way of 

life, ” Etuale (1990:27) explores how “the traditional form of housing and modern technology can 

be developed to accommodate an expected increase in demand for housing in the islands.”12 

Refiti’s (2005, 2007a, 2007b; 2008) writings examine different aspects of traditional Sāmoan 

architectural forms, and space. He draws from the traditions, practices and legends of the 

traditional tufuga (craftsmen) and on Sāmoan cultural concepts and legends to explore 

metaphysical and philosophical meanings embodied in traditional Sāmoan architectural forms.13  

Anne Allen’s (1993) Space as Social Construct: The Vernacular Architecture of Rural 

Sāmoa describes Sāmoa’s socio-cultural system through an analysis of Sāmoan social construction 

of space, evidenced in both architecture and in social action. She describes a Sāmoan spatial matrix 

that ‘frames’ both the production of Sāmoan architectural structures (including the newer more 

European influenced forms and Sāmoan social organization. Allen (1993:26-40) uses the pre-

Christian Sāmoan creation myth Solo o le Vā, transcribed by early European missionaries to 

extract what she believes are the spatial principles underlying this matrix. She argues that while 

Sāmoan vernacular architecture is embedded in this spatial matrix, the built environment makes 

that spatial matrix visible. Allen organizes her analysis of Sāmoan architectural forms through the 

                                                
12 Etuale’s work is an unpublished Master’s thesis, which was consulted in 2004.  Etuale, who then was holding the 
chiefly title of Fonoti also gave me the recommendation to get observations on how different household buildings and 
spaces were used over time to gain understandings about actual household processes that are shaping building 
decisions.  
13 Leali’ifano Albert Refiti was also available on numerous occasions to discuss various ideas and surrounding Sāmoan 
concepts derived from the term ‘tau’, which are connected to materiality theory (in Chapter VI). 
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idiom of space, in its conceptual, temporal, social and physical dimensions. Largely employing a 

structural and semiotic approach, she describes Sāmoan architecture and spatial layout as a 

language, the social meanings of which are derived in hermeneutic fashion from words of the 

Sāmoan language. Allen’s study is unique, and a first of its kind. It goes beyond standard levels of 

structural and symbolic analysis of architecture to identify dynamic underlying principles that lie 

behind and link architectural forms, cultural ideas and social action. 

The current study builds on Allen’s research in several ways. For example, Allen’s analysis 

of the Solo o le Vā myth stimulated a somewhat different interpretation of the myth for the current 

study. This study, like both Allen’s and Neich’s studies, regularly references earlier material 

culture studies of Sāmoan architecture  notably Buck (1930), but also Handy and Handy (1924) 

and Krämer (1924)  as excellent sources for details about the traditional building guilds, traditional 

building rituals and technologies of construction.14 More generally, Allen’s study contributed to 

the current study’s view of Sāmoan architecture as an active part of Sāmoa’s socio-cultural 

organization and processes of cultural development.  

This perspective was also encouraged by other writings, such as John Hockings (1989) study 

of oral traditions and architecture of the people of Onotoa in the southern islands of Kiribati. 

Through his study, Hockings came to realize that “Gilbertese [Kiribati] architecture was in reality 

one of the tools of thought for shaping Gilbertese culture” (Hockings 1989:246).15 Perhaps more 

fundamentally, the current study builds on Allen’s position of viewing cultural concepts and 

principles of space as central to the cultural analysis of a vernacular architecture, although, as 

demonstrated in Chapter III the definition and interpretation of the Sāmoan concept of space and 

its associated spatial practices are viewed differently. Using ideas generated out of the 

phenomenology of place and space, this study proposes that the socio-cultural analysis of Sāmoan 

architecture also requires the insertion of a Sāmoan concept of place, in contradistinction to a 

Sāmoan concept of space.  

In her study Allen describes newer architectural forms as adhering to the same spatial 

organizational principles as the more traditional ones. As such, she importantly illuminates how 

cultural organizational principles are reproduced in new architectural forms, particularly when 

members of that culture are the creators of these newer architectural forms. Her analysis 

                                                
14 With the decline of Sāmoa’s indigenous architectural traditions in recent decades, those details are more difficult to 
obtain. 
15 Of interest also in Hockings’ account is that Gilbertese oral traditions about their architecture spell out a direct 
linkage to Sāmoan architecture as their source and origin.  
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emphasizes the structural continuity in culture that exists across architectural changes, a point well 

taken and accepted in this study. However, this structural form of analysis also minimizes the 

actual cultural dynamics and implications of these architectural changes. In short, adding solid 

walls to a house, or corners, may very well create or be part of socio-cultural changes in the 

society. Those changes, felt and experienced in a myriad of ways that informants described in this 

study are thus very real.16 In sum, the current study both builds on and diverges from Allen’s 

through its emphases on both the continuity and change in culture existing across the continuity 

and change in architecture. As the theoretical discussions of Chapter II further explain, this 

perspective is derived through a fusion of both structural and phenomenological approaches.  

Finally, Allen’s study was done as an Art History Ph.D. in 1990. Thus, it is from a different 

academic discipline at an earlier time than the current study. As a result, the theoretical areas she 

was interested in were influenced differently than the current study, which was done as an 

anthropology Ph.D. over a four-year period from 2003 to 2007. Furthermore, the anthropological 

theory underpinning this study, including House Society, Materiality and Agency, Habitus, 

phenomenology of place and space, and The General Tā-Vā (Time-Space) Theory of Reality, have 

all developed significantly since Allen did her study. The perspectives gained from these theories 

shift investigation beyond what architecture and its parts symbolize to what architecture and built 

forms actually do as active participants in cultural processes.17  

Formation & Significance of the Current Study 

The inter-relationships between architecture, culture, and behaviour are of importance to 

anthropology (including archaeology), architecture, human geography, art history, and folklore 

studies. A number of works by other scholars (e.g., Blach 1995; Blier 1987; Bourdieu 1990b; 

Bowden 1992; Buchli 2006; Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995; Joyce and Gillespie 2000; Oliver 

1987; 2006; Rapoport 1969, 1990, 1994; Waterson 1997; Vellinga 2004, 2007; [et al]) have 

examined the symbolic and functional relationships between architecture and space to society, 

including political and cultural dimensions. Only some of these studies have also made general 

observations on features of change (e.g., Buchli 2006; Rodman 1984, 1985, 1993, 2001). 

Despite these positive developments in the scholarship more research is needed to reveal 

architectural processes, spaces and built forms as more than just sites, contexts, or symbolic fronts 
                                                
16 This difference in our respective studies is reflected in the current study’s title, ‘The Difference Walls Make’: 
Cultural Dynamics and Implications of Continuity and Change in Sāmoan Architectural Traditions and Socio-Spatial 
Practices. 
17 In addition, the methodological approaches are also influenced by different circumstances, including gender,  length 
of time living and working in Sāmoa, and fluency in the Sāmoan language. 
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for culture. The emerging scholarship is now shifting the focus more to what buildings – their 

design, construction, remodelling and physical uses – do, not just symbolize, in society. In other 

words, interest in how people shape buildings and spaces is increasing. How buildings in turn 

shape people, however is a point that has been slow to develop within mainstream socio-cultural 

theory in anthropology.  

Recent developments within theory of agency and materiality (e.g., Buchlie 2002; Gell 1998; 

Miller 1998, 2005; Tilley 2005, Keane 1995 [et al]); and in cultural landscape theory (e.g., Hirsch 

and O’Hanlon 1995; Bender 1998, 2006; Casey 1996; Strang 1997; [et al]), illustrate how material 

things (i.e. material culture and landscapes) and society mutually constitute each other in a 

dynamic reciprocal agency filled relationship. This work addresses a gap previously created 

between the study of material culture and study of society and culture more generally, showing a 

more dynamic interplay between the two. However, more detailed research is needed to 

demonstrate these points within the realm of the built environment (Vellinga 2007). The current 

study makes a contribution towards fulfilling this need. 

Even more absent in the existing literature is any systematic detailed research on the specific 

dynamics of how changes (or continuities) occur through decision and action in processes of 

design and construction, decisions, which then have specific social and cultural implications 

(Lawrence and Low 1990:492; Vellinga 2007:764). Lawrence and Low (1990:492) assert “the 

processes by which decisions are made to build, remodel, or move are neither well documented nor 

understood in most of the societies where anthropologist have worked.” 

Thus, the current study pays special attention to choice making in architectural processes. 

Choice making in design, construction and use is a strong ethnographic focus because those 

choices signify a variety of cultural (values, customs, aesthetics etc), material, economic, social, 

and political factors. Those decisions are both empowered and motivated through human intention, 

agency and creativity, and influenced by material, economic, social, and political conditions. Thus, 

“the analysis and interpretation of building decisions cannot be understood apart from social and 

economic institutional forces that continuously influence actors” (Lawrence and Low 1990:492). 

Resulting buildings manifest the relative levels of continuity and change in the built forms and 

spaces that are being researched. How choices themselves are constructed and implemented is 

essential to understanding the cultural processes that mediate society and the built environment. 

Once buildings are built, observing and discoursing about the daily and ritual uses of household 
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spaces and structures helps to highlight the factors shaping that built environment on behaviour 

and meanings, what Pierre Bourdieu calls habitus (Bourdieu 1985, 2002). 

Space and time are universally dimensions of the world experience, but each culture has its 

own local epistemology by which the temporal and spatial dimensions are perceived and 

conceptualized. The design and construction of built forms, which are simultaneously part of the 

cultural fabric and meanings produced in social action, reflect and express those conceptions and 

shape the form of social behaviour and actions. As part of the lived environment, the built 

environment must then be seen to also affect and reinforce the epistemological basis on which the 

spatial and temporal concepts are understood. The study analyzes the spatial and temporal 

dimensions of social practices that constitute society in both ontological and epistemological 

terms. 

Architecture could be said to be the art of spatial construction manifested in built form to 

serve human purposes, which relates not only to shelter from elements, but also land demarcation, 

kinship, power, and a host of other cultural factors and human activities. Architectural processes 

are about the construction of space in and around which human activities and relationships are 

conducted and facilitated in specifically temporally ordered ways. Cultural values, particularly 

regarding ideas about order, space and time, privacy, family, land, social relationships, inform 

those architectural structures and their uses. All these understandings inform the analytical 

framework of the current study. 

 The Sāmoan concept of vā (also found in other Polynesian and Oceanic cultures), which 

denotes the ‘between-ness’ or relationships between things in space and time, is a central operative 

idea within the analysis. The term is sometimes translated as the ‘between’ that denotes 

relationship, separation, distance, and boundaries within temporal, spatial, social and spiritual 

realms of existence (Le Tagaloa 2003:9; Lilomaiava-Doctor 2004; Refiti 2004; Tamasese 2007; 

Tuagalu 2008; Wendt 1999:402; [et al]). 

Sāmoan ideas and practices of vā inform the research by deconstructing assumptions about 

space - what it is and how it is constituted - that tend to underlie western-based architectural 

theory. As Lefebvre (1991) has argued, space is not a pre-existing given, but is socially produced. 

Through its continual structuring, as Giddens (1984) structuration theory demonstrates, social 

structure is reproduced or altered over time. Added to this is the need to consider the epistemology 

of time, and how that influences building decisions within the local cultural context. The two most 

important theoretical areas applied for this analysis are point-field spatiality (Lehman and Herdrich 
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2002) and The General Tā-Vā Theory of Reality (Māhina 2002; 2008a & b; Ka’ili 2008), both of 

which are described in the following chapter together with other key theoretical strands (House 

Society, materiality and agency, habitus, and cultural landscape). 

In contrast to viewing and constructing space as a bounded contained measurable area, the 

Sāmoan understanding of space through vā emphasizes the interval (of space or time) between 

entities  people, objects, places, events, etc. Conceptualizing social relationships, space and time 

through the vā concept emphasizes the relational context in which people and things are grounded. 

De-emphasized is the more Western cultural focus on individual people, objects and events as 

things unto themselves (Shore 1982:136). As a term for space, vā contrasts with the common 

(Newtonian) concept of space as a contained bounded measurable area, which is fundamental to 

Western architectural design and use processes. Of fundamental importance for this study is how 

the concept of vā critically links properties of architectural spaces with the structure of social 

relationships. 

An immediate way to conceptualize the vā concept’s significance to the current study is seen 

in the Sāmoan fale. Interior space of the fale is defined and experienced through the high vaulted 

roof and the perimeter of house posts, but the absence of walls (for which there is no real word in 

Sāmoan) allows a solid vā (between-ness) of interior and exterior to be completely expressed, 

perceived and experienced. Likewise, this ‘physical indoor/outdoor flow’ helps realize the social 

vā between people as they meet and move about in, out and between various fale structures, 

understood in Sāmoan as the practice of vā feāloa’i. These different concepts of space that inform 

social practices suggest the contrast between the western ideology and practices of individualism 

and the Sāmoan ideologies of the collective and the more communal way of life in which the 

individual is viewed as subservient to the group of which he or she is a member, and on which 

identity is founded. 

Research Design and Methodologies  

A number of core questions drove the research. These include: What are the ‘traditional’ 

concepts, ideologies and practices of Sāmoan architecture and how widely are the inherent 

meanings distributed among Sāmoans? What are the current Sāmoan discourses about Sāmoan 

‘tradition’ and where and how is Sāmoan architecture a part of those discourses? What 

understandings about Sāmoan architecture and its underlying concepts can be derived from 

Sāmoan legends and pre-Christian cosmology, and how relevant are these understandings to 

contemporary Sāmoan culture and architecture? What are the cultural domains that constitute a 
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‘Sāmoan view’ of the built environment in their villages, including the contemporary variety of 

architectural forms that reflect tensions between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’? How do conceptual 

and material dimensions of space as well as built forms and landscapes affect production (and 

reproduction) of social life and meanings? What are the dynamics and implications of the 

reciprocal cause and effect relationship between architectural and social changes? How are the 

interrelated issues of identity, status, socio-cultural commitments, and economic resources 

negotiated when kin groups design, build and occupy new structures? How do human agency and 

innovation play into these equations? What are the correspondences between specific house types, 

and demographic, socio-economic, household composition and behavioural characteristics? These 

questions incorporate the study’s interest in both diachronic and synchronic types of analysis for 

developing understandings about the relationship between continuity and change in architecture 

and broader less tangible socio-cultural developments. 

The research was based on standard anthropological/ethnographic methods and long-term 

fieldwork containing three main components. The primary one was the family and village case 

studies (explained in detail below). The second two components were discussions with master 

builders (of both traditional and modern training) and government employees in both American 

Sāmoa and independent Sāmoa regarding census methods and data and governmental policies and 

regulations regarding building practices. The Human Subjects Ethics Committee of the University 

of Auckland approved the research and its methodology. 

A bilingual participant information sheet (PIS) was developed for participants in each of 

these categories (included in Appendix A). While oral explanations always preceded participants’ 

involvement as informants, the opportunity given to read the PIS and prepare for consultations in 

advance was an advantage. It facilitated clearer understanding of the purpose of the fieldwork and 

their participation in it. A consent form was also given to informants enabling them to choose 

whether or not they wanted to preserve their anonymity in the study, and whether they agreed to be 

recorded in media (audio and/or video). Most people agreed to be identified by name, as well as to 

be recorded. Informants seemed proud and honoured to be able to contribute their knowledge, 

memories and reflections to the study. 

 In any case, not identifying individuals, families and villages by name would have been 

difficult in the case studies because of the significance of actual people, places, buildings and 

events. Even if pseudonyms were used, Sāmoa is a relatively small place so any person with 

knowledge of titles and communities could easily identify the actual places or families being 
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discussed. Most of the subject matter being discussed was not controversial. The fieldwork, 

including participant-observation and consultations, extended beyond the named cased studies and 

anonymous examples were used in general discussions which may be sensitive or embarrassing to 

individual people, families or villages. 

Family and Village Case Studies 

The study features a total of five village case studies. Three of them – Leone, Faga’alu, and 

Faga’itua – are in American Sāmoa (all on Tutuila Island). The other two – Sili and Salamumu are 

in independent Sāmoa (on the islands of Savai’i and Upolu respectively). While house 

constructions, including guesthouses were occurring all the time during fieldwork, only one was 

followed closely as a case study from beginning to the final dedication and consecration ceremony 

(umusaga). That was the family case study of Usuagalelei in Faga’alu, which provides a good 

comparison in Chapter VI with the chronicling of the guesthouse project in Sili, Savai’i (which 

took place prior to the formal start of this study. (See Appendix B for a brief summary of each 

village used as a case study.) 

The choice of case study method adheres to the Sāmoan emphasis on uniquely constructed 

village identities. Every village has its own slight variations and elaboration on general Sāmoan 

themes of socio-political organization. That view also fits Mead’s (1928) view that each village 

prides itself on having its own unique features in physical and social structures. As Meleisea 

(1987a:11) states, “No two villages in Sāmoa are alike.” Villages are the political and territorial 

unit of traditional Sāmoan life, while families are a primary social focus for social action within 

both the village and transnational framework. 

The case studies examine the oral traditions of the village’s founding, its political and spatial 

organization and physical layout, as well as people’s recollections of both physical and social 

change of the village over the last fifty to sixty years. Specific topics of discussion with informants 

include: how “things” were and why; what has continued and what has changed or is changing; 

what they believe to have been the causes and courses of these changes and continuities, e.g. 

events, responses, motivations, decisions, actions, reactions etc.; and finally, their experience and 

evaluation of those changes. These interviews are complemented by participant-observation. This 

research reveals the various social meanings and interpretations by which current trends and 

changes in the built environment were experienced within the communities. These narratives tell 

the stories of places with specific traditions, people, events, histories, built environments and 

political structures, conveying a longitudinal view of families and villages, constructing and 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.   Chapter I: Overview of the Study 

 34 

reconstructing buildings over time, and adapting their uses of the spaces in different ways. That 

empirical data and interpretive meanings about the processes and dynamics of continuity and 

change illuminate multiple factors of cause and effect in the interaction of social and architectural 

processes. 

For each village case study at least one family case study is developed. Family case studies 

centre on a matai title and the associated descent group, its history, organization and associated 

building structures within the village. The family case studies also examine household composition 

and activities in relation to household structures and spaces over time and collected specific data 

about each physical building of the household - when it was built (or rebuilt); the costs involved; 

what was there before; choices about its design and materials; how it was being used; and current 

desires to rebuild or add more structures to the household. These family case studies provided data 

that assists the analysis about the spatial, temporal, social, and material dimensions that connect 

the social and material reproduction of life and culture in Sāmoan villages. 

Family and village case study instruments (Appendix C) were developed through initial pilot 

testing. These instruments, which included detailing and mapping village households and 

structures, promoted a consistent level of investigation and data collection across different village 

case studies. In the case of families, all household structures were mapped, historical information 

about each structure’s construction details was collected, and any associated behaviours or events 

that gave meaning to the space and structure were discussed. Observations about the physical uses 

of village and household spaces and socio-spatial behaviours and interactions over time were also 

collected. Equally important are the many hours of discussion (talanoa) that occurred over weeks 

and months with individuals in the village, recording oral traditions of the village, recollections of 

the social and architectural changes that have occurred over the last five or six decades, and views 

about the dynamics and implications of those changes in the community. 

Quantitative Research – Village Surveys 

To complement the qualitative data, the research also employed quantitative surveys of 

villages that enumerated number of household members, number of house structures by types, and 

household members level of satisfaction with the current structure, and any current plans to build 

or rebuild structures. The surveys provided useful information about the frequency of different 

types of house structures, from more Sāmoan in character, to more European in character, across a 

number of different villages. 
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The main objective of the quantitative aspect of the study was to collect useful data regarding 

the number and type of building structures family households of different villages throughout the 

archipelago. Each household of a village was surveyed to find out how many structures they had, 

and of what type they were. It was also initially desired to also have a count of the number of 

household members, the age of each building, some appraisal of the household income and 

occupations, and the ways the buildings and spaces of the family compound were used. In practice, 

however, getting that much detail data for each household of a village in a number of villages in 

both Sāmoas was a far too cumbersome a task for a single researcher with a limited amount of time.  

The strategy was therefore developed to pursue the main quantitative objective for multiple 

villages of both Sāmoas, and pursue the more detailed data in only a couple of different households 

in both Sāmoas as part of the qualitative research. Five villages of independent Sāmoa (one of them 

being the village of Sili, also used as a case study) were enumerated in this manner, which provided 

useful updating and comparisons with government census information on villages and household 

structures. The summary of this data is presented in Chapter VII. 

An important methodological concern was the criteria used to define Sāmoan households 

(au’āiga) and the typology applied in counting house types. Clearly, in the Sāmoan case a 

household cannot be counted by those sharing a single residential structure, since the common 

traditional pattern is for a household to consist of a number of different structures associated with 

different activities and persons of the household, but across which a large number of intra-

household activities and interactions occur.  

A better indicator for a household in Sāmoa is the umu (or umukuka, which combines both the 

cooking over open fire and in the Sāmoan ground oven), a separate structure on the family 

compound where the food of the family was cooked. Using this criteria also meant that it was not 

necessary to count the household by those who ate together (same place and time) since this is 

commonly not the case within a Sāmoan household where there is a concern for higher status people 

to eat first, and sometimes separately from lower ranking members of the household. With the 

addition of more modern and Western styles of cooking using gas or electric ranges, which has 

occurred to a much greater degree in American Sāmoa than independent Sāmoa, the use of the umu 

(or umukuka) is reduced. Yet, in spite of the addition of these more modern cooking methods, which 
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occur within residential structures, the use of the umu at least once a week on Sundays is still 

common in American Sāmoan households. 

The fluid nature of Sāmoan households is important to understand, as it contrasts with typical 

households of the USA or other Western countries. Family members regularly move between 

different households of a descent group when they are holding a wage job, in school, or attending to 

special needs and events of the family. This movement back and forth tends to be most prevalent on 

an axis between natal rural villages and more urban villages or towns (e.g., the Apia area, American 

Sāmoa or cities of New Zealand, Australia, or USA). This is also a practical reason for building 

additional faleo’o to accommodate additional household members.  

In developing house typologies the need to measure the degree and combination of a variety 

of different Sāmoan architectural features, as opposed to European influenced ones was recognized, 

and locally defined classifications of buildings were applied. The research found three basic Sāmoan 

building classifications for structures in a household: falesāmoa, faleapa, and falepālagi. Falesāmoa 

may be further sub-divided into the categories of faleo’o, faletele and faleāfolau. However, among 

the villagers, the distinction between faletele and faleāfolau was often not made (or completely 

understood as such), so these two categories were combined into the classification of falesāmoa, 

while faleo’o (which is considered a different type is also considered a Sāmoan house). Structures 

with either open or walled extensions (most often built onto their rear), were counted separately as 

local cultural interlocutors determined these as important to distinguish. 

The need to distinguish the faletalimālō (guesthouses) as a different kind of house, based on 

function and purpose as opposed to architectural form was also deemed important. The design 

decisions for such structures are largely shaped by very different considerations than those for 

residential structures, a point particularly the case in American Sāmoa. At the same time the 

architectural forms of faletele, faleāfolau, faleapa, and in few cases, falepālagi are found in 

structures fulfilling this functional category. The falepālagi has local sub-classifications mainly 

based on the main construction materials, for example, falelaupapa (house made of wooden lumber) 

or falepiliki (house made of bricks), but these sub-categories were not distinguished in the 

enumerations. 

Government Departments, Architect/Builders 

 Government departments and employees were consulted in both independent Sāmoa and 

American Sāmoa to acquire relevant statistical information, as well as understandings about 

government’s role in housing, and individual employees also added perspectives to the current 
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research. In independent Sāmoa the Bureau of Statistics, provided census reports for different 

years, as well as village maps plotted with symbols representing the different types20 of building 

structures, were received. Quantitative data regarding the importation of building materials over 

the years and the economic values of those imports provided important information about the 

material transformations of Sāmoan village built environments, which has shown a dramatic 

increase of imported and manufactured building materials over the last 50 years.  

Similar types of statistics were also collected in American Sāmoa from statisticians of the 

Department of Commerce. Satellite photographs of villages of American Sāmoa in five-year 

sequences dating back to 1961 were examined. These photographs showed village layout and 

building layout shape and even roofing material. Additional offices consulted in American Sāmoa 

included the Territorial Registrar’s Office where data on land and matai title registrations is 

archived. Information on laws, policies and procedures with regards to matai succession and land 

was also available The Department of Public Works and the Building Division of American Sāmoa 

provided information about the building permit process, building codes and enforcement practices, 

as these influence architectural and building processes.  

The initial research design called for fieldwork with both traditional Sāmoan and western 

trained architect/ builders. Here, ‘traditional’ refers to those trained through the traditional 

apprentice system that has had many centuries of development while modern refers to training 

through the European or American introduced formal educational systems involving Occidental 

architectural ideas, principles, materials and technologies. Several consultations were held with 

traditional and modern builders, but the majority of data came from the case studies of house 

constructions, in which the chief was the ‘owner-builder’ as opposed to a commissioned outside 

builder. 

Several constraints limited the amount of fieldwork done in this area. First, very few 

practicing Sāmoan builders with the full traditional knowledge and skills in building larger scale 

traditional Sāmoan structures exist at this time. Second, two of the key informants of the family 

case studies were sons of traditional house building guilds. Though their traditional knowledge 

was perhaps more limited than their fathers, they had acquired some of the knowledge, and the 

case studies included detailing the building processes of their respective guesthouses, of which 

                                                
20 ‘Types’ refers to the government’s classification scheme presented in Chapter VI, which include Sāmoan and 
European, closed and open, extension or no extension as key type defining variables. 
22 If a radio announcer is asking people to prepare their houses for the upcoming hurricane, he/she typically employs 
both terms (maota and laoa) to respectfully refer to everyone’s houses. 
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they were the master builders. Third, the technical detailing of traditional Sāmoan house 

construction and rituals has already been well recorded in other literature on Sāmoan material 

culture. 

 Organization 

Chapter II (The Search for Knowledge  Saili le Atamai) reviews existing approaches to the 
anthropological examination of architecture and built environments. It outlines the theoretical 
areas that this study draws from and develops. Those areas include materiality and agency, House 
Society, habitus, the power of conceptual metaphors, phenomenological perspectives on space, 
place and landscape, and the recent development of the Tā-Vā (Time-Space) Theory of Reality, 
pioneered by ‘Okusitino Māhina and a growing number of other indigenous and non indigenous 
scholars of the Pacific. The chapter discusses the integrative ways these theories were used to 
develop the theoretical framework that facilitated the investigations and analysis. 

Chapter III (Origins and Causes  Tupu’aga ma Mafua’āga) examines Sāmoan oral 

traditions, namely a Sāmoan story of genesis from the Manu’a Islands, and two individual village 

oral traditions (Sili and Saleaula/Salamumu). The discussion illuminates the importance of oral 

traditions to each Sāmoan village’s construction of place and identity within the larger Sāmoan 

landscape and socio-political macrocosm, and thereby to the worldview and set of traditions. The 

chapter discusses how Sāmoans explain the spatial arrangements of their village’s built 

environment in relation to political structure in reference to these oral traditions. The analysis 

draws out how the concept of place in relation to concepts of space, time, history, landscape and 

structure are imbedded in these oral traditions and how these aspects tie to current theoretical 

developments within anthropology. Important aspects of a traditional Sāmoan worldview are 

revealed as contingent on the continuation of Sāmoa’s communal land tenure system upon which 

are in danger of being eroded by modern pressures. 

Chapter IV (Substance and Order  A’ano ma Lagimalie) focuses on a Sāmoan cultural 

worldview as a conceptual language based system that is also simultaneously rooted in ways of life 

shaped by, as well as reflected in, built environments. Within that conceptual system the Sāmoan 

concept of fale (a Sāmoan term for building) is considered at two different levels called 

‘substance’ and ‘order’. In the realm of substance the concept of fale is seen linked to land, 

agriculture, human nurturance, family and its reproduction. In the realm of order, fale is linked to 

the constitution and ordering of space and time, boundaries and social positions that constitute a 

Sāmoan village. A focus on Sāmoan language, in particular metaphors, analogy and associations 

created through double meanings of words helps elicit the conceptual system of which fale is a 
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part. Fale, seen as an issue of both substance and order, is also seen as central to identity 

construction in Sāmoan society. Also central to the analysis of Sāmoan concepts of identity and 

order is the Sāmoan concept of vā, the space between that both binds and separates entities. 

Chapter V (Generative Principles of Sāmoan Habitus  Anoafale) describes the specifics of 

Sāmoan architectural forms and spaces, as opposed to simply the concept of fale, in relation to 

Sāmoan cultural behaviours and practices. The chapter identifies and describes nine generative 

principles of a Sāmoan habitus found in ‘traditional’ features of Sāmoan villages and architectural 

forms, which are described in a hierarchy from most persistent to least persistent over the time 

frame of the study (1940 to 2006). The ranking of principles illuminates not only areas where 

change is greatest, but also why change might be greatest for some features rather than for others.  

Each of the principles, which are found in specific architectural form, or in how architectural 

spaces are culturally ranked and used, are tied to the specific ideas and practices of Sāmoan culture 

that they are seen to generate. While several different theoretical threads are woven into the 

discussion, including the importance of materiality and agency, this study relies principally on 

Bourdieu’s (2002) theory of habitus and Gidden’s (1984) theory of structuration. Those theories 

frame the analysis of how architectural forms both generate social practices, and reflect the values 

and cultural ideas of which those practices are a part.  

Chapter VI (‘Tracing Sāmoan Architectural Trajectories’) traces courses of continuity and 

change in village built environments in relationship to societal trends. Initial attention is given to 

changes that occurred in the early historic period of the introduction of Christianity when a village 

church building program began. However, the second half of the 20th Century forms the chapter’s 

core focus. In this period dramatic changes in village built environments and architecture, as well 

as social life, occurred, and were personally witnessed and discussed by research informants. 

Modern roads, cash economies, growing populations, increasing desires for industrially produced 

products, rising importation of building materials, Sāmoan migration to, as well as return 

migration from, overseas centres of employment and education, are all reflected in changing 

architecture and built environments. Using both quantitative and qualitative information, the 

dynamics and trends of these architectural changes are examined  

Chapter VII (Constructing Agency  Fausaga o Tau) focuses on social and material processes 

of two village guesthouse constructions to spotlight the decisions, actions and social dynamics 

through which continuity and change occur. The use of one case study from American Sāmoa and 

the other from independent Sāmoa affords the opportunity to view how social, political and 
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economic differences between the two parts of politically divided Sāmoa differentially affect the 

processes under examination. For example, each government institutes differing policies with 

regards to the practice of the matai system, which in turn is shown to impact patterns of mobility, 

kinship, residence and building practices. A core theoretical focus of the chapter is the materiality 

and agency involved in the house constructions, which necessarily must be understood in 

relationship to Sāmoan kinship and its processes over time. That focus draws in the theoretical 

development of seeing the house as an active principle and agent of kinship, as opposed to simply 

as a location where it occurs.  

Chapter VIII (Dynamics and Implications of Architectural Trends) presents and analyzes the 

results of the study’s systematic observations and interviews concerning the socio-cultural 

dynamics and implications of the architectural changes in Sāmoan villages over the last sixty 

years. Important to the analysis are examining the influence of collective memory and local 

framing of the past, present and future, the concept of ‘relative autonomy’, and distinguishing 

between fundamental transformation and secondary forms of change. Also critical to the analysis 

is differentiating between using structural or phenomenological modes of analysis, and the call to 

incorporate both. All these identified areas help evaluate the impact that various architectural 

changes actually have on Sāmoan society and the cultural identity and distinctiveness of the 

people.  

Sāmoan Language Use and Diacritics  

The reader may notice a large incorporation of Sāmoan words within the English text. This occurs 

because ethnography involves cultural translation and culture is largely embodied as well as 

communicated through language. Not all words representing various cultural ideas and 

associations in one language are easily translated into a different language. A relevant example, 

here is vā, as was previously discussed. Language helps to clarify a cultural classification system. 

For example, when one considers English language terms for buildings, one finds such 

classifications as residential structures, or commercial buildings. There are also classifications, 

such as house, apartment, or office. The Sāmoan term fale is the general term for a building and is 

also used metaphorically to refer to political or social groupings. As a preposition, it to denotes 

“within, inside or indoors” and as a verb means “to dwell” (Pratt 1977:132). Sāmoan typologies of 

buildings involve the descriptive (which may be related to functional use, building materials, or 

ethnic association) added after the term fale. Thus, falema’i is a hospital (ma’i means sick), 
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falemeli, a post office (meli means mail), and faletalimālō, a guesthouse (tālimalo means ‘receive 

guests’).  

Sāmoa has a polite and chiefly language in which many words have two alternate respect 

terms. Those two more respectful alternates refer to the chiefly status of either orator chiefs 

(tulāfale) or high chiefs (ali’i). This is part of a recursive theme of a dualistic complementarity 

found in Sāmoan culture. Thus, while the general word for building in Sāmoan is fale, in the 

respect language the term maota refers to structures associated with an ali’i, and the term laoa 

refers to buildings associated with tulāfale.22 In the text the guesthouse of a high chief will be 

referred to as a maota and the guesthouse of a talking chief as a laoa. Similarly, when one asks a 

person to “come” in Samoan, there is both the common term “sau”, plus three alternative polite 

terms that can be used according to the status of the person being addressed.  

Inclusion of diacritics benefits non-Sāmoan readers to know the pronunciation. Furthermore, 

diacritics are currently used in the education system of Sāmoa. Thus, the ‘Sāmoan way’ is written 

as fa’asāmoa - to indicate the break between the first two ‘a’s, and macron in Sāmoa extends the 

sound of the ‘a’ to about double what it would be without it. Sāmoan words are not pluralized with 

a ‘s’ as it is in English. Thus, commonly used words in the thesis such as ‘matai’ or ‘fale’ denote 

both singular and plural uses, that is, they respectively refer to chief(s) and house(s).  
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II 

 

SEARCH FOR KNOWLEDGE 
SAILI LE ATAMAI1 

  
Some studies are formulated around demonstrating, developing, proving (or disproving) a 

particular hypothesis or theory. The community and culture area in which to conduct the study, and 

the relevant research questions follow to support that aim. The current study, in contrast, developed 

from a motivation to link an appreciation of Sāmoan culture with a more particular interest in 

indigenous Sāmoan architecture. From that interest arose the core question about how Sāmoan 

architectural continuity and change are implicated in socio-cultural processes of change. The 

review of existing literature and the search for applicable theory followed.  

This process helped to refine the research questions and identify theoretical gaps or 

underdeveloped areas in existing scholarship that the current study could address. The literature 

review in the current chapter examines various approaches that have been taken in anthropology to 

the cultural analysis of humanly built forms and spaces. This chapter aims to situate the current 

study within anthropological scholarship, in particular the emerging sub-field called ‘anthropology 

of architecture’ or ‘architectural anthropology’ (Amerlinck 2001). Key theoretical threads of the 

study’s analytical framework are then introduced in this chapter. 

Anthropological Approaches to Built Environments  

Architecture has been relevant to anthropology from the beginning. Lewis Henry Morgan’s 

(1877) study of Ancient Society contained a systematic architectural study, which was not 

published in the final manuscript and may, as Buchli (2006:254) asserts, prefigure the separation of 

studies of architecture from studies of other human activities in the study of human societies. 

Morgan’s work on architecture did not become part of the canon of anthropological thought in the 

late 19th Century. However, the modern development of architecture was influenced by 

anthropology. For example, as Buchli (2006:254) asserts “modern architectural principles and the 

eventual development of Modernism in the 20th century, … combined ideas of a distant 

archaeological ‘past’ and an ethnographic ‘other.’ While the academic discipline of architecture 

drew from early ethnography, the reverse is not true. An anthropological preoccupation with the 

                                                
1 Saili le Atamai (‘Search for Knowledge’) is the American Sāmoa Community College’s motto.  
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socio-cultural dimensions of architecture and built forms faded and ethnography increasingly took 

architecture and the built environment for granted. Much ethnography gave only cursory 

description of architecture depicting houses and settlements as merely the setting in which culture 

occurs, as opposed to being core area to investigate for describing socio-cultural processes and 

structure. More recent developments in anthropology over the last few decades have rekindled 

interest in examining the fundamental ways that architecture is as an integral part of cultural 

processes and social life, and how architectural processes might be incorporated into social theory. 

The anthropological focus on built forms is an interdisciplinary one that involves interests 

from other disciplines, especially architecture, but also cultural geography, sociology, and 

environmental psychology. Recent interdisciplinary dialogue has begun to combine the intellectual 

and methodological frameworks of architecture and anthropology into a delimited ‘new’ 

interdisciplinary field called ‘architectural anthropology. This resulted in an edited volume of that 

name (Amerlinck 2001).2 This ‘new’ field of architectural anthropology does not discount the long 

history within the separate disciplines of anthropology and architecture of examining the interface 

of society and the built environment, but suggests a more deliberate effort to join research efforts 

from both disciplines.3 This study aims towards the further development of this sub-field. 

A 1990 Annual Review of Anthropology article, “The Built Environment and Spatial Form” 

(Lawrence and Low 1990) gives a useful overview of the anthropological approaches and insights 

regarding the architecture/society relationships that had been developed up to 1990. They suggest 

“the idea that built forms and collective human behaviour accommodate, express, and reinforce 

each other originated in the early evolutionary and functional theories of Morgan and Durkheim” 

(1990:456). Much of the ethnological literature written over the last century implicitly or explicitly 

supports or enhances this basic understanding. 

A key point adopted from Lawrence and Low (1990:454) is the definition of ‘built 

environment’ as all “products of human building activity. No analytical attempt is made to define 

‘types’ of architecture in terms of ‘primitive, vernacular, folk or traditional’, since “anthropological 

theory of the built environment should be able to accommodate and explain all ‘types’” (Lawrence 

and Low 1990:454). Those classifications raise issues about western assumptions, which detract 

                                                
2 This volume includes a chapter by Rapoport which questions the need for the name ‘architectural anthropology’, 
when the name ‘Environment/Behaviour Studies’ already covers this topic. 
3 Architectural and anthropological collaborations have even found their way to Sāmoa. Recently an Austrian team 
made up jointly of architects and anthropologists visited the islands to document Sāmoan architecture, and produced a 
book (Lehner 2007). 
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from theorizing the general relationship between built environments and the human societies that 

build and dwell in them.4  

The various approaches to researching the built form/culture relationship discussed in 

Lawrence and Low’s article was useful fodder for the current study. Reviewing these approaches in 

light of the case in Sāmoa helped to illustrate underlying assumptions in other scholars’ hypothesis 

or theories. While the current study does not explicitly apply any single approach described by 

Lawrence and Low, perspectives of some of these approaches are incorporated; particularly 

viewing built forms as integral to social production.  

Key terms of the various approaches Lawrence and Low discuss include: accommodation, 

adaptation, expression, representation, and, most recently, production and reproduction (Lawrence 

and Low 1990:454). Lawrence and Low list four sets of specific questions as loci on which the 

various anthropological approaches to architecture as of 1990 have centred (1990:455).  

1. In what ways do built forms accommodate human behaviour and adapt to 
human needs? How does the social group “fit” the form it occupies? 

2. What is the meaning of the form? How do built forms express and represent 
aspects of culture? 

3. How is the built form an extension of the individual? How is the spatial 
dimension of human behaviour related to mental processes and conceptions 
of the self? 

4. How does society produce forms and the forms in turn reproduce society? 
What roles do history and social institutions play in generating the built 
environment? What is the relationship between space and power? 

Lawrence and Low further organize their review around three areas:‘Social Organization’, ‘Some 

Psychologies’, and ‘Social Production of Built Form.’ Each of these offers specific perspectives 

and theory to address one or more of these question sets. Questions sets #1, #2, and #4 hold strong 

relevance to this study. Question set #3 (and the theoretical approaches that address those 

questions, which derive mostly from ‘some psychologies’) is less relevant. The four question 

clusters and the three areas are summarized in the following four subsections  1.‘Fitting’ House 

Forms to Social Groups and Behaviour; 2. Meaning and its Symbolization in Building Forms, 

Features and Space; 3. Psycho-Social and Ethno-Semantic Approaches; and 4. Architecture as 

Social Production and History. These summaries discuss the relevance and applicability of the 

ideas to the current study. 

 

                                                
4 See Blier (2006: 233) Asquith and Vellinga 2005: 9)  
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 ‘Fitting’ House Forms to Social Groups and Behaviour  

Lewis Morgan’s early work, Houses and House-Life of the American Aborigines (Morgan 

1965), a ‘republication’ from 18815, asserts the essential axiom of this approach: building forms 

signify and express the organization of the social groups that occupy them. The approach revolves 

around investigating how the type and size of architectural forms used for residences corresponds 

with the type and size of households. This assertion underscores the ‘fit model’, which Lawrence 

and Low (1990:460) suggest has guided a number of anthropological and ethno-archaeological 

studies. 

The ‘fit model’ also suggests a ‘lack of fit’ can also occur in a society as the society changes. 

The ‘lack of fit’ either compels people to rebuild new forms, or to modify their behaviour to fit the 

built forms and spaces. The investment put into the initial building of structures and their expected 

life time before reconstruction is an important part of the ‘fit model’: longer lasting more durable 

buildings create greater possibilities for a ‘lack of fit.’ The social and cultural implication of a 

‘lack of fit’ is not completely clear from those studies, but the ‘lack of fit’ could create some forms 

of social disharmony, which could drive social and architectural changes. 

This ‘fit model’ is implicit in the current study’s analytical framework, in particular, in the 

idea that physical structures can be the material embodiment of a cultural habitus that shapes, 

reinforces and facilitates particular social practices. Also subscribing to the ‘fit model’ is the 

correspondence between households and the buildings to which they are associated, a central focus 

of Morgan’s architectural work. The principle of co-residence as underscoring the domestic unit as 

an organizational principle of social life is essential for this area. This idea is central to the theory 

of ‘House Society’ proposed by Lévi-Strauss (1983; 1991). House Society perspectives have 

evolved over the last few decades (e.g., Blach 1995; Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995; Fox 1993; 

Janowski 1995; Howell 1995; Joyce and Gillespie 2000; Mansfeld 2002; [et al]), and are further 

developed in this study. 

As Lawrence and Low (1990:461) point out, however, household units and architectural 

spatial boundaries do not necessarily always correspond. People who share the same roof may not 

necessarily share other things, (even food) while people living under many different roofs, and 

across wide geographic spaces, may have tight knit systems of mutual economic cooperation and 

consider themselves members of single households, and families. Such is the case in the Sāmoan 

context, in particular, the modern Sāmoan context, where modern technology and transportation 

                                                
5 Perhaps that book is the architectural study that was not included in the original manuscript of Ancient Society. 
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has facilitated higher levels of mobility and dispersion of family members over increasingly wider, 

transnational spaces (e.g., Anae 1998; Kallen 1982; Van der Ryn 1991a; Va’a 2001; Koletty 2002; 

Lilomaiva-Doktor 2004, Macpherson & Macpherson 2009; [et al]). Formation of social 

organizational units cannot be assumed and do not necessarily depend on co-residence on single 

properties or in single structures. 

Lawrence and Low associate several ethno-archaeological studies (Kent 1987; Wilk 1988) 

with their first question cluster concerning the ways built forms accommodate human behaviour 

and adapt to human needs and how social groups ‘fit’ the forms they occupies. These studies, 

which emphasize examining ‘activity areas’ (spatial uses) as an indicator of socio-cultural 

organization, hypothesize that “increasing social complexity in the form of specialization and 

stratification is expressed in the increased partitioning and mono-functional uses of spaces in 

built forms” (Lawrence and Low 1990:462). 

This study neither proves or disproves Kent’s hypothesis, but suggests additional cultural 

dimensions be considered. The current study views space as multifunctional, but also temporally 

bracketed. Particular spaces are used for a wide variety of different activities, each with their own 

spatial structure, but at different demarcated times. This pattern is related to Sāmoan ideas that 

connect physical bodily movement to lower levels of rank in social hierarchy. Higher-ranking 

people ‘fix’ their spatial position within a social context, and it is disrespectful to make them 

move from one ‘activity area’ (e.g. a ritual ‘ava ceremony) to a different ‘activity area’ (e.g. a 

meal). 

Lawrence and Low’s (1990:463) article also discusses round versus rectangular structures in 

relation to the fit model. “As societies become more sedentary, and wealth accumulates, permanent 

rectangular buildings are built, reversing construction and maintenance cost relations.” They 

suggest round forms are associated with lower initial investments, higher maintenance costs, and 

shorter lifetimes as illustrated in some cultures (e.g. round houses made of mud). However, in 

Sāmoa, the curves, both the round ends of the floor plan, and the convex curve of the roof, signify 

social prestige during Sāmoan ceremonials. 

They are also associated with extra work and expense to produce the hand hewn carefully 

crafted and lashed arching purlins made of sections of breadfruit tree limbs. The change to 

rectangular floor plans and straight sloping roofs reflects a Sāmoan desire to lower costs when 

imported materials are incorporated into building forms, as well as to simplify construction. 

Imported building materials are more difficult and expensive to manipulate to conform to 
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traditional architectural curved forms. To build with traditional materials has become (or is 

perceived to be) more expensive and labour intensive. The current study suggests (as described in 

Chapter VII) that round forms today are still associated with higher levels of status and prestige 

than rectangular forms.  

Lawrence and Low (1990:462) make the practical point that rectangular structures are “easier 

to add on to than round ones which they associate with their longer lifespan, and association to 

larger social groupings. In Sāmoa, the increase in the use of rectangular structures can also be 

associated with the trend to construct house extensions as opposed to building additional structures 

to accommodate expanding family size and other needs. The research also suggests that building 

multiple structures as opposed to single structures with partitions (and adding extensions on to 

them over time) relate more directly to increasing population density than simply to family size. 

There is now less land for a family to extend their household compound through multiple 

structures spaced over a large compound. The increased use of walls and partitions, which comes 

with this change, is an architectural feature that signals alignment of building forms with a shifting 

value system. That shift reflects how individualism and privacy are given a little more ‘space’ in 

what is a highly collective communalized system of living. These kinds of linkages between social 

and architectural change are found in the study. 

Meaning and its Symbolization in Building Forms, Features and Space 

The second question set concerns anthropological analysis of built environments as cultural 

meaning systems. They are a facet of social organization and culture, as opposed to social 

production, which Lawrence and Low distinguish as a different area of scholarship that 

incorporates the diachronic dimensions. This area of research is concerned with how architectural 

forms and space manifest the cultural meanings and ideas that constitute the modus operandi of a 

cultural worldview. Built forms are seen as “communicative or mnemonic devices expressing or 

reaffirming through symbolic associations relations between groups, or positions held by 

individuals within a cultural framework” (Lawrence and Low 1990:466). These approaches are 

classified into three sub-categories: ‘symbolic’, ‘structuralist’ (which includes semiotic) and 

‘metaphorical.’  

The social symbolic approach examines how people are motivated to build strategically 

according to the meanings they wish to convey and how they manipulate the associated cultural 

meanings communicated in those forms to obtain their social objectives (Lawrence and Low 

1990:466). Duncan’s (1981) studies in United States and India led to an analysis of how different 
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house forms signify social shifts or transformations along an axis of ‘collectivist’ to 

‘individualistic.’ The more collective the society is, the more sexually segregated spaces are and 

the more houses are seen as ‘containers of women’; while growing individualism results in more 

“open social groups, high mobility, and less segregation; these houses are seen as status symbols” 

(Lawrence and Low 1990:467). Rodman (1985) examined changing houses among the Longana 

people of Vanuatu. She observed that the more female residential houses (valei) changed, the more 

the men’s houses (na gamal) stayed the same, reflecting a complex pattern by which innovation is 

matched by increased entrenchment in culture along a female/male social axis. 

The case in Sāmoa holds loose parallels, though without the same gender divisions. Like the 

Vanuatu na gamal, Sāmoan guesthouses, which are associated with the larger extended descent 

groups and their collective activities, tend to maintain greater architectural conservativeness than 

the residential structures associated with individual households. Within the architectural 

developments on the family compound some gender differences have developed. Enclosed 

structures built of industrially produced building materials (the falepālagi) became a family status 

symbol of socio-economic advancement.  

The general pattern revealed in the research was that whenever families built falepālagi as a 

status symbol they typically had their unmarried daughters sleep there at night. The boys of the 

family slept in the open faleo’o, because, “sisters, as holding special status in the family get the 

‘better things’ in the family than their brothers, and because the walls make it easier to protect 

them” (Sāmoan female informant in village of Savai’i, 2005). Walls as an essential feature of a 

European style house thus simultaneously came to signify female and family prestige, Christian 

morality, and European concept and practices of privacy.  

Through 30 years of visiting the Sāmoan Islands, the amount of female housework has 

directly increased in relationship to increased family monetary affluence and adoption of European 

material culture and practices. Many increased surfaces (walls and window panes) must be 

cleaned. Doing laundry is regarded as women’s work, and the number of clothes has increased. 

Most significant is the sexual division of labour in cooking. Young men typically do traditional 

cooking at the outside umu (ground oven) while females, young and old, do the more modern 

forms of cooking that uses pots and pans (more recent introductions), either over an open fire, or 
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increasingly, on a stove top. Changing house forms in relation to the sexual division of labour in 

Sāmoa appears therefore to have resulted in increased workloads for women.6  

Structural approaches, based on Lévi-Straussian structuralism (1969, 1982, 1991) have 

investigated how built forms and spaces express the underlying cultural meanings of a society 

(Lawrence and Low 1990:468). The structure of cultural meanings is viewed as homologous and 

organized along binary oppositions (centre/periphery, cold/hot, female/male, etc). Lawrence and 

Low (1990:468) cite Hugh-Jones’ (1979) account of the Pira Parana in the Amazon as an 

exemplary example of a structural account of a culture, showing how “cosmology determines the 

form of the built environment which is, in turn, used as metaphor for the universe.” As discussed 

in Chapter III, the Sāmoan cosmos is symbolically represented in the interior view of a Sāmoan 

faletele where the different levels of heaven are represented as one looks up the central posts and 

its ascending series of cross beams. The arching purlins in the convex curving roof reflect the 

movements of celestial bodies.  

Pierre Bourdieu’s 1970 paper on “The Berber [or Kabyle] House or the World Reversed” 

published later as an appendix in The Logic of Practice (1990) provides an additional example of a 

cultural structuralist approach to the analysis of built form. Bourdieu analyzes the house layout and 

its spatial uses as composed of sets of homologous structures in which binary oppositions such as 

male/female, light/dark, dry/wet, inside/outside permeate the divisions of space within a Berber 

house, and between house interior and exterior. Bourdieu describes these oppositions, which are a 

reflection of Berber cosmology, as experienced recursively. The analysis reveals how a 

structuralist perspective finds cosmology and worldview concretized in the material and spatial 

configuration of built forms, in particular, the home, which is seen not only as a primary site for 

socialization, but also as a vehicle of it.  

Lawrence and Low also discuss Hillier and Hanson’s (1984) The Social Logic of Space as 

another attempt to develop a structural approach to analyzing built environments and spatial forms. 

Hillier and Hanson aim to develop a social theory of space enabling an understanding of built 

forms, in relation to social organization across different cultures. In response, Leach (1978) raises 

issues about “the extent to which any built form can be used to make inferences about social 

organization in the absence of corroborating facts” (Lawrence and Low 1990:471). Hillier’s social 

theory of space, which is premised on an assumed universal concept of space as modelled after a 

container, is critically examined in Chapter IV. As Chapter one mentioned, the Sāmoan concept of 
                                                
6 This hypothesis is based on both interviews with people about change and from personal observations, yet was not 
research in detail or in depth.  
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space as reflected in the term vā contrasts strongly with the Western Newtonian concept of space 

as container, an assumed idea that pervades Hiller and Hanson’s theory. This point made clear the 

need in this study to develop ethnographic understandings about the spatial and social principles 

that underlie the concepts embedded in Sāmoan architectural structures and their uses. 

Following their discussion of structuralist approaches, Lawrence and Low review studies that 

use metaphor theory to explain built forms in different cultures, which they view as one of the 

most “powerful and successful approaches to date” (1990:473). For this discussion they review 

contributions of four authors Griaule (1954, 1965), Fernandez (1977), Blier (1987) and Moore 

(1981)  who write about built forms as metaphors for the human body and/or cosmologies in three 

different African cultures and also in the San Blas Cuna of Panama. A similar approach can view 

Sāmoan houses as metaphors for a Sāmoan view of their cosmos, with the various levels of a 

Sāmoan heaven as described in pre-Christian cosmology, symbolized in the form and structure of 

the dome shaped roof of a faletele.  

Cognitive linguists Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980, 2003 reprint) theory that conceptual 

metaphors structure cultural worldviews and ways of thinking provides a basis for investigating 

how Sāmoan metaphors link houses to land, horticulture, people, human reproduction and descent. 

This results in ‘substance’ that is both inherited and developed. Through metaphorical connection 

houses are also seen as metaphors for society and social order, a theme strongly investigated in 

Chapter IV.  

Finally Lawrence and Low briefly discuss two additional areas: rituals and 

phenomenological perspectives, under their more general discussion of the relationship between 

built forms and social organization. The culturally prescribed spatial and temporal dimensions of 

ritual make it an important area to examine in relation to built forms and space. Certainly, rituals 

help to “enact and reaffirm the social structure by renewing social ties and reiterating normative 

and symbolic meanings” (Lawrence and Low 1990:474). This is made explicitly obvious in the 

rich oratory that accompanies Sāmoan ceremonials.  

The hundreds of hours of video footage shot of Sāmoan ceremonials documents the variety 

of ways Sāmoans structure (or restructure) the spaces of various settings to perform rituals that 

serve this purpose. The research investigated how specific spatial features of built environments 

lend ritual efficacy to those events. One kind of space was often creatively transformed into 

another to serve a ritual purpose.  
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Psycho-Social and Ethno-Semantic Approaches 

Two more major sections complete Lawrence and Low’s 1990 review article. These include 

a section called ‘Some Psychologies’, which includes ‘Psychosymbolic Approaches’, 

‘Psychocultural Approaches, and Ethnosemantic Approaches’, and the paper’s third major section 

called ‘Social Production of Built-Form.’ ‘Psycho-cultural approaches’ include some studies 

focused on the spatial dimensions of behaviour. Gregor (1974) suggests “in a society where people 

expect not to have privacy, the construction of solid housing or the separation of residences would 

increase suspicions and hostility” (Lawrence and Low 1990:479).  

This hypothesis resonates with informants reporting such feelings were generated in their 

villages whenever a village family started to build walled ‘falepālagi’ residence on their family 

compound during the earlier period of changes.7 People wanted to know what people living in 

those structures were ‘trying to hide’, or ‘keep from sharing’ with others in the community. Shore 

(1982:179-80) reports similar findings from his research in the 1970s.  

When people reside in enclosed houses children of the village come closer to be able to look 

through the windows to see what is occurring inside. In an open Sāmoan house that spatial 

behaviour is not necessary, and can be considered rude depending on the social context. This 

observation coincides with Lawrence and Low’s (1990:479) point that “privacy is achieved more 

often through rules regulating interpersonal behaviour than by direct manipulation of the 

environment.”  

The value for privacy as a regulator of interpersonal behaviour and social control is one 

issue; a secondary issue is deconstructing what privacy means. Does it, for example, require 

‘private spaces’ to reside in, or could it be, for example, a place to lock up and keep ‘private’ 

certain objects? An English-speaking informant in American Sāmoa countered the view that 

Sāmoans lacked a concept of privacy. He explained, “Sāmoans do have a concept of privacy 

already. For example, we are discrete when it comes to sex. However, Western style housing with 

rooms has made putting our concept of privacy into practice more convenient.”  

The public nature of traditional Sāmoan life was a focus of an anthropology PhD dissertation 

(Keen 1979) that focused on the psycho-socio-cultural dimensions of Sāmoan socialization. Keen 

argued that Sāmoan socialization emphasized external as opposed to internalized systems of 

                                                
7 While in independent Sāmoa, the major trend for village families to build enclosed falepālagi began from the early 
1970s whereas in American Sāmoa this trend began a decade earlier in the 1960s, in part facilitated by a major 
hurricane in 1966 and the USA FEMA (Federal Emergency Management Agency) American Sāmoa Hurricane 
Housing rebuilding program.  
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control, so public view of behaviour becomes stressed, and then expressed architecturally. 

Sāmoans themselves do not think of their open houses as necessary for ‘social control’ as Shore 

(1982:182) also reports. Rather they emphasize openness as symbolic of their value of hospitality, 

as well as cooler in the tropical climate.  

That public view and opinion is an important concern for Sāmoans in their villages does not 

mean that it determines and drives all village behaviour in villages. Furthermore, ‘public view’ can 

also be seen as enhancing the ability to be sociable with neighbours and community, as opposed to 

being interpreted simply as a means of social control. This last point relates to a latter area of 

literature that focuses on environmental psychology involving a transactional approach to seeing 

the “dialectical oppositions of identity/community and openness/closed-ness” (Altman 1981 in 

Lawrence and Low 1990:480).  

 Ethnosemantic approaches incorporate methods of cognitive psychology and linguistics to 

gain insights about the cultural epistemologies of built environments. Lawrence and Low 

(1990:481) suggest more interest in this area emanating from disciplines outside anthropology than 

within, which is surprising since this approach began in part with the linguist, Benjamin Whorf’s 

(1956) paper on Hopi architectural terms. This perspective is found in the current study’s attention 

to Sāmoan language terms related to architecture, building parts and space. 

Architecture as Social Production and History 

The last major section of Lawrence and Low’s review paper includes discussions of ‘Studies 

of Urban Redevelopment and Resettlement, Studies of Social History’ and ‘The Political Economy 

of Space’. These topics address broader institutional, political and economic dimensions shaping 

the design and construction of buildings. They assert the need for cultural analysis of built 

environments to incorporate historical events, social histories and ideological influences. This 

approach views buildings as products of socio-cultural processes that require maintenance, 

renewal, or sometimes demolition to make way for new structures. This approach is largely 

applied in Chapter VI and Chapter VII. 

Lawrence and Low then shift from examining spatial forms in relation to social organization 

(the first section) to studies of the built environment as social production (the third section). This 

approach, which addresses question set #4, signifies a shift from more synchronic to more 

diachronic and historical forms of analysis. That shift is paralleled in the structure of the current 

study. While Lawrence and Low discuss a number of approaches in this arena, three key studies 

stimulated comparative thinking: Anthony King’s (1989) discussion of the social history and 
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production of buildings, Michael Foucault’s (1975, 1984) analysis of institutional architecture as 

political technology, and Anthony Giddens’ (1984) concept of structuration, which views the 

minutiae of everyday life spatial behaviours as constitutive and reproductive of social systems. 

This work influenced the study of spatial details in the minutiae of everyday behaviour and social 

interaction as part of a more general societal structuring system. Habitus clearly joins theoretically 

to structuration in generating those behaviours.  

King’s basic argument that “as society changes new buildings emerge and others become 

obsolete [such that] buildings help maintain and reinforce social forms” (Lawrence and Low 

1990:483). This idea is helpful, but should also incorporate the idea that architects or builders 

might design new architectural forms in the hope of promoting and facilitating new forms of social 

interaction and culture. Also, as noted previously, architectural trajectories in Sāmoa do not follow 

a single unilineal path. Family compounds contain a multitude of structures and architectural 

styles, built and used to meet a variety of functional and symbolic needs as well as social strategies 

of the family, and so changes of design or materials by vary from one structure to another. More 

traditional Sāmoan designs are desired as well as newer ones. Furthermore, each structure has its 

own age and its own social history and life within the family making it a repository of memory in 

addition to its role in the social and material reproduction of society.  

Summarizing Lawrence and Low’s article has given some cursory understanding of the ways 

the culture/built environment relationship had been approached in anthropology up to 1990. Past 

hypotheses and ideas on the culture/built form and space relationship developed within 

anthropology were examined in relation to the situation in Sāmoa. The task gave an initial way to 

discuss where and how ideas developed in past studies apply or do not apply to the specific context 

of Sāmoa and the issues of the current study. Certain points from the literature are relevant to the 

current study, others do not apply, and some may require rethinking. The exercise also provided a 

context for giving additional background information on the Sāmoan built form/culture 

relationship, highlighting research themes and problems to be further addressed in later chapters, 

and more generally further defining the scope of the research. 

In addition to the anthropological literature, studies and ideas on the culture/built form 

relationship emanating from architectural scholars were also examined: (e.g. Bourdier 1989; 

Guidoni 1975; Hockings 1989; Oliver 1987; Rapoport 1969, 1986, 1990a & b). A general 

difference was discerned between the emphasis and perspectives reflected in the writings of 

scholars in these different disciplines. Architects’ tended to have more practical concerns and were 
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more interested in the implications of culture on architecture and built forms, the focus of their 

respective discipline. Anthropological writings (e.g. Low and Chambers 1990; Lawrence & Low 

1990; Rensel & Rodman 1997; Bourdieu 1990; [et al]) reflect the inverse. Their interests were 

more towards the role of built forms and spaces within socio-cultural processes, the focus of their 

discipline.  

Some useful insights and perspectives were gleaned from the architectural literature, in 

particular, from John Hockings and Amos Rapoport. Rapoport, a leading architectural theorist for 

many years on culture/built environment-architecture relations, calls the field 

‘Environment/Behaviour Relations’ or EBR. His founding work House, Form, and Culture (1969), 

written over 30 years ago, drew on existing world ethnography to describe how features of a 

variety of indigenous structures around the world linked to various aspects of the way of life and 

values of the societies that developed them. Rapoport’s work influenced the understanding among 

architectural scholars of how important culture, not just environment, is on the development of 

vernacular architectural forms. To make this point, he uses the case of the Navaho and Hopi of the 

American Southwest  two different cultural groups living in the same environment, but with 

strongly contrasting architectural forms and ways of life.  

Rapoport suggests it is more important to think in terms of what culture does than what 

culture is. In those terms, Rapoport views ‘culture’ as an identity forming property of populations, 

which gives meaning to particulars. His scholarship aims to delineate how culture gets translated 

into built form through an intermediary set of human actions (Moore ed 2000:181). He views built 

environments as a visual communication system. Built environments hold congealed information, 

which mnemonically reminds people how to behave. The physical and spatial particulars of built 

forms actively serve cultural purposes, facilitating processes of enculturation, habituation, and 

identity development (Moore 2000 ed:187).8 These ideas of how built forms holding different 

levels of meaning is applied in this study within Chapter V on Generative Principles of Habitus.  

Hockings began his study of Kiribati’s architectural oral traditions with the view that 

architecture and culture were two separate but inter-related entities. By the end of his study he 

realized that architecture cannot be treated “as an element … shaped by a culture already defined, 

[but rather is] an active element used in the process of cultural definition” (Hockings 1989:244). 

The current study adopts this view of architecture as part and parcel of dynamic, non-static cultural 

processes of self-definition.  

                                                
8 The title of the work cited is “Critical reflections on the work of Amos Rapoport” edited by Moore, D.K. 
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Despite the sizable amount of work that has been done both within anthropology and 

architecture on the culture/built form relationship, this interdisciplinary field appears to still be 

treated as a marginal area of interest within socio-cultural anthropology. The significance of built 

forms and spaces to social organization and socio-cultural processes of reproduction and change 

has not yet been fully accounted for by key thinkers of social theory. Anthropologist Marcel 

Vellinga, who has conducted a comprehensive anthropological study of Minangkabau architecture 

in Sumatra Indonesia (Vellinga 2004), argues that:  

An anthropology of architecture that focuses on the entanglement of 
architectural, social, and symbolic processes does not seem to have 
emerged as yet, despite the repeated calls and recent claims to the contrary 
(Vellinga 2007:76). 

Statements such as these from experts in the field helped define the need for the current study 

and develop a framework that could address that need. In the conclusion of Lawrence and Low’s 

review article they make their final recommendations for future research and potentially fruitful 

approaches to apply. They state, “the meaning of the built environment as revealed through its 

metaphorical connections and ritual practices constitutes an important but still incompletely 

explored dimension” (Lawrence and Low 1990:492). They advocate an integrative approach 

because no one single approach is “perfectly adequate on its own” (ibid). This integrative 

approach, which would be “unencumbered by a strong structuralist bias” (ibid), would 

acknowledge how building decisions are simultaneously influenced by social and economic 

institutional forces, symbolic meaning systems, and history as part of social production. Finally 

they state: 

We believe that continued research in the areas of social organization and 
symbolism is essential, but their ultimate utility may rest on providing a 
base of support for a new integrative framework for better theoretical 
development in the area of social production. (Lawrence and Low 
1990:492) 

The suggestion for developing an integrative framework for examining the culture/built form 

relationship in terms of social production is one that has been adopted for the current study. The 

following section summarizes the key aspects and their theoretical components of the current 

study. None of these explicitly match Lawrence and Low’s classification of approaches, yet some 

of these approaches are implicit within the analytical framework developed for the current study 

outlined below. 
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Analytical Framework of the Research 

The current study’s analytical framework can be envisioned metaphorically as a Sāmoan 

house with five posts at which sit the main theoretical components of the analytical framework 

holding up the roof. Each of these theoretical components enters into the discussion and analysis at 

different points to enable a synthesis of theoretical angles on the topic. The purpose of using them 

is to help produce useful ways of framing the research and gaining valuable insights on the topic. 

The current study may add to each of these theoretical areas, but its purpose is not to fully illustrate 

or prove any one of them in its entirety. The five theoretical components are: 

1) Place and Space, Cultural Landscape  

2) House Society Theory 
3) Indigenous Concepts and The General Tā-Vā (Time-Space) Theory of Reality  
4) The Concept and Theory of Habitus and Structuration 
5) Materiality and Agency Theory 

All of these five theoretical components are either new or been further developed since 

Lawrence and Low’s Anthropology Review article in 1990. The General Tā-Vā (Time-Space) 

Theory of Reality, pioneered by Hufanga9 Dr.‘Okusitino Māhina, is the newest and most 

indigenous to the Pacific.  

Phenomenological Perspectives as Methodological Base 
The study incorporates and fuses both phenomenological emphasis on the senses as well as 

structural emphasis on signs in analyzing the socio-cultural dynamics and implications of changing 

architecture  for example how nailing a structure together generates a different sensory experience 

as well as different meanings (as signs) from those of lashing it together according to traditional 

Sāmoan construction methods. Phenomenological perspectives are not represented as a separate 

theoretical frame components of the analytical framework, but more as a foundational base on 

which all posts sit.  

Phenomenological anthropology emphasizes the life-world intrinsically constructed through 

on-going inter-subjective experience, which involves the body and senses. Here the body is not 

simply a physical body or the idea of a person, but a phenomenal body, the centre for object-

directed experience (Csordas 1994; Merleau-Ponty 2003). For instance, hands are experienced as a 

necessary tool for typing words in a computer, connected through the sense of touch on the key 

board, and coordinated with the eyes finding corresponding words and the meanings they represent 
                                                
9 Hufanga is Dr. Māhina’s traditional Tongan title.  
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on a computer screen. These hands will hold other meaning as part of object directed experience at 

another time. The phenomenological perspective thereby emphasizes ‘things as they are’ at any 

particular moment. The temporal dimension cannot be disconnected from the description. 

Meaning from a phenomenological perspective cannot, as in symbolic interpretations, be 

reduced to a sign, because meanings do not lie on a separate plane outside of the immediate 

domain of action and experience (Jackson 1998:122). This perspective has led anthropological 

phenomenologists to adopt the phrase ‘being in the world’ (Csordas 1994:10) to summarize what 

could be called not just a theory, but also a practice and methodology in the anthropological 

approach within fieldwork. Phenomenological perspectives have increasingly been employed since 

the 1990’s within anthropology in the area of materiality and cultural landscape theory (Bender 

2006; Low 2003; Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003; Tilley and Bennett 2004; Throop 2002). They 

are also largely employed in the earlier phenomenology of architecture discourse developed by 

Norberg-Schultz (1980,1988), which also focuses on the importance of place in relationship to 

space, and landscapes. 

The phenomenological perspective applied in the current study emanates from the sensory 

experience that walls do make a difference, as also do curved ends rather than square ends with 

corners. That difference is obviously experienced through the senses and results in changed 

subjectivities, as well as inter-subjectivities in the ongoing processes of dwelling and sociality, for 

example, social interaction between the interior house spaces and exterior house spaces. 

Informants did not always think that walls made any significant difference in their culture, 

particularly in the structure of their social relationships. This point is underscored by a structuralist 

perspective, which affords cultural continuity in spite of changing economic, technological and 

material conditions of life, including the changing house forms.  

While abstract dimensions of Sāmoan culture in terms of the structure of social organization, 

ceremonial gift exchanges, and even seating arrangements provide an analytical axis for viewing 

cultural processes of continuity, one cannot ignore how the concrete phenomena of the Sāmoan 

life-world has dramatically changed, particularly over the last sixty years. The phenomenological 

perspective, which emphasizes the perception and the senses more generally and the experience of 

‘the way things are’, is important to this study’s approach. For example, such architectural changes 

as the addition of walls on a structure, sitting on chairs as opposed to on the floor, lowered roof 

lines and square corners all affect sensorial experience of the world and thereby have cultural 

implications, a view that a more structural approach can overlook. The five pillars of the current 
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study’s analytical framework will now be examined in terms of their perspective and usefulness to 

the study. 

Pillar One: Place and Space in Cultural Landscapes  

The current study, in particular Chapter III, employs perspectives from recent 

anthropological and human geography literature regarding cultural landscapes place and space. 

This literature emphasizes the cultural dimensions of place and space as distinct dimensions by 

which identity and associations are formulated and ascribed within the environment. Chapter III 

shows how Sāmoan cosmology is inscribed in the landscape and oral traditions of each Sāmoan 

village. Those oral traditions underscore people’s identity with their village and its landscape. In 

turn, each village layout in coordination with its socio-political organization is explained also 

through these oral traditions.  

While buildings are part of material culture and kinship systems, they are also equally a part 

of built environments, which are in turn part of cultural landscapes. They are part of spatial 

construction and involve the denotation and construction of place at different scales. Architecture 

and built forms hold a special conceptual and theoretical place at the nexus between studies of 

material culture and kinship, and studies and theories of cultural landscapes.  

Architecture as a particular focus within cultural landscapes is under-developed within the 

larger corpus of literature on cultural landscape and on place and space (e.g., Casey 1996; Bender 

2006; Tilley and Bennett 2004; Strang 1997; Hirsch 1995; Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003, [et 

al]). Perhaps this is because architecture is subsumed as part of the topic of cultural landscapes, or 

because, perhaps, it falls under the more general category of material culture, or because its 

particular properties as physically and mentally constructed space and place adds an extra set of 

complications to consider.  

Sāmoan kinship is described bound up in the meaning domains of ‘substance’ and ‘order’ 

described in Chapter IV. Built forms and village layouts are shown to concretise existential space 

or worldview. Those constructed places and spaces in the landscape assist identity and group 

formations, and the process of dwelling by which social relationships may be formulated and 

ordered according to culturally, prescribed ways of perceiving space and time. This part of the 

analytical framework also explores the conceptual metaphors through which buildings gain 

significance and symbolic values in people’s lives.  
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Pillar Two: House Society Theory 

House Society theory offers an anthropologically unconventional way of examining kinship, 

perhaps one more in accordance with the way people in some societies actually experience and 

create kinship. The theory originates with Claude Lévi-Strauss (1991) concept of maisson. He 

proposed that perhaps residence was not an outcome of kinship, but rather an active principle of it. 

Using this principle, people identify themselves as members of a social group (what could be 

called the ‘House’) via their common association through various kinds of connections and 

circumstances to a physical house. The ways by which one ‘belongs’ to a House are relatively 

more flexible, less governed by any set of internally consistent set of kinship rules. Lévi-Strauss 

further theorized that the physical house acted as a reified objectification of a social group (a 

House), a kind of fetish (in Marxian sense), masking the internal contradictions and conflicting 

loyalties of the group. The architecture of the building served to unify and give corporate identity 

to a group that might otherwise fragment through internal conflicts and contradictions. This makes 

the house in house societies a ‘hot’, agency-filled object. 

 Lévi-Strauss argued House Societies to be a specific transitional societal type, lying 

somewhere between egalitarian, kin-based societies and stratified, class-based societies (Carsten 

and Hugh-Hones 1995:10). Other features of House Society include cognatic descent human 

burials close to or in the residence, a titular system, and the use of house related terms to refer 

metaphorically to socio-political groupings. These features help to assert the ‘house’ and 

associations to it as a primary rather than secondary dynamic of group formation. 

A number of cultural anthropologists and archaeologists10 have since explored and tested Lévi-

Strauss’ theory through research and documentation in a variety of societies (Joyce and Gillespie 

2000; Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995; Fox 1993; Waterson 1997; Sparkes 2003; Mansfeld 2002; 

Lea 1995; Janowski 1995; Howell 1995). Many of the more recent applications of House Society 

theory are less concerned with defining a societal type, and more concerned with stressing the 

socio-cultural role of houses in any society, (including classically matrilineal and patrilineal 

societies) (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995:20-21). 

 The current study (Chapter IV) addresses both Lévi-Strauss original view of House Society as 

a particular social type with specific features and also this latter idea of it simply being an 

analytical perspective for viewing connection between kinship and house structures anywhere. It 

                                                
10 The House Society concept is particularly attractive to archaeology because it connects the tangible remains of 
houses of the past to the intangible socio-cultural aspects of kinship and group formations that were implicated in their 
construction. 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.   Chapter II: Search for Knowledge Saili le Atamai 

 60 

suggests the possibility that while houses do stand as a significant part of social life in all societies, 

in those societies, such in Sāmoa that encompass all the distinctive features (cognatic descent, 

burials at the house, a titular system, etc.) of the particular societal type described by Lévi-Strauss, 

the house might be considered relatively more ‘hot’ with agency. It becomes more central as a 

focus of both social conflict and a means of overcoming it, a particularly important pivot around 

which social organization is shaped. 

Pillar Three: Local Concepts and The General Tā-Vā (Time-Space) Theory of Reality  
Such English words as space, time, agency, social order, buildings, materiality, society, 

culture, and aesthetics represent key concepts of the current study’s analytical framework and its 

theoretical components. An important part of the ethnographic efforts of the study involved 

investigating how such terms, and the various anthropological ideas associated with them translate 

into Sāmoan language and culture. This effort engenders a reworking and extending of theoretical 

ideas in new ways that contribute to the continued development of anthropological knowledge. 

The significance of the Sāmoan term vā denoting both sociality and spatiality as intervals 

and relationship between points in the traditional Sāmoan worldview was introduced in Chapter 

I.11 As a modus operandi of Sāmoan social life, understandings and practices involving vā 

underscore the analysis of Sāmoan architecture and its socio-cultural uses in the current study. 

Focusing on the vā concept resonates with some of the emergent ideas in anthropology that 

incorporate space (and to a lesser degree time) into socio-cultural theory (such as habitus, 

structuration, and place and space). This scholarship is helping to demonstrate how the social 

becomes spatial and vice versa (Low 2003:14). 

Influential to the understanding of the Sāmoan epistemology and practice of space developed 

in the current study has been Herdrich’s (in Lehman and Herdrich 2002) demonstration of ‘point-

field’ as the dominant mode of spatial cognition in Sāmoan culture as evidenced both linguistically 

and by Sāmoan socio-spatial practices (discussed in Chapter IV). Herdrich identifies and examines 

a number of Sāmoan terms directly related to Sāmoan conceptualizing of space and boundaries in 

the landscape. Vā is one of the key terms. Mata, meaning point (or edge), as well as eye, is another 

one. Point field spatiality involves perceiving space in terms of points of power or importance 

                                                
11 The concept of space embedded in vā as the gap or interval between points is also found in other non-Western 
cultures. For example, Japanese culture also has a similar concept in the term ‘ma’. In written Japanese the character 
for ma is combined with the character for ‘person’ to signify the concept of ‘human being’, that is, a person who is 
contextually embedded in place through a system of spatial relationships with other entities and people (Matori 
Yamamoto, pers. comm. 2008). 
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(mata), from which radiates a field. Boundaries are formed through power negotiation (sometimes 

conflict) between adjacent fields and their points. Point field contrasts with the container model in 

which space is defined first and foremost by the creation of boundaries; space is what lies within 

those boundaries, a concept of space that Herdrich contends is dominant in Western culture. 

Herdrich examines the applicability of point-field spatiality to understanding land boundary issues 

in Sāmoa. The current study extends that analysis to built forms and spatial uses, while also 

extending and merging point-field concepts with those of the Tā-Vā theory. 

During the research for the current study, Dr. ‘Okusitino Māhina was engaged in pioneering 

The General Tā-Vā Theory of Reality (Māhina 2002; 2008a & b; Ka’ili 2008). As the principal 

PhD supervisor for the study, Dr. Māhina engaged me in the theoretical development and 

encouraged me to consider its various tenets. He also encouraged incorporation of the temporal 

dimension together with space through the concept of tā12 in the investigation of Samoan cultural 

cognition and practice of space. Point-field spatiality, as explained by Herdrich, coheres both with 

the Sāmoan discourses on vā, and with the Tā-Vā theory, indicating both point-field spatiality and 

point-field temporality.  

The General Tā-Vā (time-space) Theory of Reality’ (Māhina 2002, 2004a & b; 2008a & b; 

Ka'ili 2008; Potauaine 2009) focuses on the nature of conflict across mind, society, and nature. It 

emphasizes the core need for ethnographic analysis of the cultural configuration of space and time. 

While this is not the only anthropological theorization of cultural dimensions of aesthetics, order, 

conflict, and harmony in relations to arrangements of space and time (see for example Coote and 

Shelton 1992), it is a current indigenous theoretical development of the Pacific. The theory 

proposes that conflict is inherent to the relation of all things across mind, nature and society, and 

that ‘order’ (which can also be understood as harmony and beauty) is itself an expression of 

conflict in which symmetry has been artistically implemented (Māhina 2008a:78). 

 This tenet leads Ka’ili (2008) to describe and analyze the Tongan social practices of tauhi 

vā, the art of Tongan socio-spatial relations, as not simply a functional practice, but an aesthetic 

one, in which beauty is emphasized more than function. The theory defines art as an issue of 

space-time transformation (Māhina 2004b) and views beauty and art as a result of the construction 

of symmetrical time-space intersections as expressed in Tongan lashing (Māhina 2002), Tongan 

language (Māhina 2004a), Tongan humour (Māhina 2008b) and other art forms. Beauty is seen as 

a synonym for ‘harmony’, another word for ‘Order’. This Tā-Vā theoretical perspective 
                                                
12 This assisted the describing and analyzing the temporal dimension of Sāmoan architecture. How to consider how tā, 
which literally and commonly refers to ‘strike’ (as in hitting something), does signify and refer to time 
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purportedly reduces problematic anthropological categorical dichotomies, such as between 

function and aesthetics, or the symbolic and the practical, which are derived from Western cultural 

worldviews, and do not, necessarily, facilitate accurate ethnographic understandings of other 

cultures.  

The preliminary application of the Tā-Vā perspective to traditional Sāmoan buildings reveals 

transformations of time-space in the construction of built forms whereby principles of symmetry 

and complementarities help express Sāmoan aesthetics and understandings of order. The 

symmetrical intersection of lines and the accentuation of those intersections in the artistry of the 

lashings illuminate the mediations through which order, and thereby harmony in social relations 

and beauty in the structure, are constructed. Importantly, the beauty is in the structure itself, not in 

any kind of façade, an architectural principle in Sāmoa that clearly fuses functional, formal and 

aesthetic dimensions.13 The General Tā-Vā Theory, helped shape a view of architecture as part of a 

cultural means of addressing the issue of social order as bound simultaneously within cultural 

values of beauty, spatiality and temporality. How house space is used to structure activities both 

spatially and temporally to restore harmony and manage tensions in society is a critical focus of 

this perspective.  

As vā, mata, and tā are seen to be Sāmoan words to help explain the dimensions of spatiality, 

temporality, sociality in Sāmoan society, key Sāmoan terms identified for viewing materiality (of 

the house) and agency in Sāmoa are anoafale and tau. Both of which have never been mentioned 

in any previous Sāmoan ethnography. In fact, the presence of these terms makes the theory of 

materiality (in which agency is found in material objects) and the idea of houses as helping to 

materialize kinship and social relationships explicit or obvious in Sāmoan cultural knowledge. 

These kinds of ‘discoveries’ made the research an exciting enterprise, one in which Sāmoan terms 

and ideas not only help demonstrate anthropological theory, but also contribute to it. While the 

various theoretical components sit at the various pillars of the house examining and discussing the 

topic, the perspective of this particular component always insisted on putting theory into local 

cultural (and linguistic) terms as part of its Sāmoan application.  

Pillar Four: Habitus & Structuration 

The concept of habitus was first employed within anthropology by Marcell Mauss (1934), as 

a system of ‘body techniques’ that encompass the sum of all culturally learned bodily skills and 
                                                
13 A study of Sāmoan design motifs on their siapo (bark cloth) would also strongly reflect an aesthetic expression of 
intersecting lines and inter-locked design patterns, such that elements of one design are shared as in a vā with the other 
design motif.  



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.   Chapter II: Search for Knowledge Saili le Atamai 

 63 

habits that a person acquires through socialization, and which are experienced as non discursive, 

common sense ways of ‘being in the world’. It was only much later developed in the 1980s by 

Bourdieu in concert with other key concepts such as ‘field’, and ‘praxis’ as “a system of durable, 

transposable dispositions which function as the generative basis of structured, objectively unified, 

social practices” (Rapport 2000:2).  

Bourdieu’s structural analysis of the Berber (Kabyle) house (discussed earlier in the chapter) 

never uses the term habitus (in either Bourdieu’s or Mauss’ terms). However, Bourdieu analyzes 

how the Berber house, in its spatial layout, features and uses, both reflects and manifests the 

Berber worldview, which he describes as socialized into the body through the movements through 

and positions taken within the house structure. As such, the idea of habitus, particularly in Mauss’ 

terms, receives allusion, and perhaps fed Bourdieu’s later more abstract development of the 

habitus concept.  

Bourdieu takes habitus as a mental and sociological construct that mediates the process of 

reproducing social structure through social practices. The habitus concept provides a framework 

for analysing social processes of reproduction and change, that is a “dialectical confrontation 

between habitus, as structured structure, and objective structures” (Bourdieu 2002:30). In that 

confrontation, he argues that habitus is able to “selectively perceive and to transform the objective 

structure according to its own structure while, at the same time, being re-structured, transformed in 

its makeup by the pressure of the objective structure” (ibid). 

Some critics view Bourdieu’s theory of habitus as an overly deterministic model, masked in 

reified abstractions that cannot explain social transformations and historical processes through 

agency (Rapport 2000:3). Others stress that Bourdieu’s structuralism “connects social theory not 

only with space but also with time” providing the necessary opening for examining social change 

and history and the role of agency in these processes (Lawrence and Low 1990:470). While 

Bourdieu’s articulation of habitus does contain circular determinism and abstractions, its concern 

with how social structure and culture are reproduced (as well as transformed through practices) is 

strongly germane to the current study and cannot be ignored.  

Part of the attraction of the term is attributable to its linguistic and semantic connection to 

the terms habit, habituation, and inhabit, all of which denote connections between behaviour and 

the process of dwelling in our environment. Analytical value was seen in combining Mauss’ 

habitus concept, as habituated body techniques, with Bourdieu’s habitus, as mediator of social 

structure and practice. Within such a framework, buildings  their design, construction, renewal or 
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remodelling over time  play a role in that process. The habitus concept was thereby incorporated 

and applied in this study. Specific features of Sāmoan village built environment and spaces remind 

and shape people’s behaviours and habits of dwelling in specific ways (including physical ways of 

moving the body, i.e. body techniques), which are understood as culturally Sāmoan. In this 

manner, both Mauss and Bourdieu’s idea of habitus occupy this post of the house. 

 Giddens’(1984) theory of structuration works in concert with the theory of habitus in terms 

of emphasizing how “space must be incorporated into social theory, not as an environment, but as 

integral to the occurrence of social behaviour” (Lawrence and Low 1990:489). The macro level 

view of social structure may be explicated from analysis of the micro-behaviours constituting the 

social occupation and use of space. By looking at each spatial and architectural feature of Sāmoan 

buildings, in a progression from most continuously reproduced over time to least continuous, as 

generative of practices, the conjoined application of both habitus and structuration provides a 

means for examining continuity and change, which is the subject of Chapter VII. This effort also 

connects to Neich’s (1985) effort to analyze change in Sāmoan village architectural forms as an 

issue of a ‘generative grammar’ discussed in Chapter I.  

Pillar Five: Materiality and Agency Theory  

The last several decades have seen a reinvigorated interest in the field of material culture 

studies, which have moved to the cutting edge of social theory (Buchli 2002, 2006; Gell 1998; 

Knappett 2005; Miller 1998, 2005; Tilley, Kuchler-Gogden and Rowlaids ed. 2005). A leading 

anthropologist in this area, Daniel Miller, stated over ten years ago, “The point that things matter 

can now be argued to have been made” (Miller 1998:3). The pun refers to how theoretical 

developments have led to analyses about the reciprocal relationship by which material things and 

society constitute each other. In other words, people make things, and things dialectically make 

people, a notion that constructs a less dichotomous relationship between the world of people and 

the world of things.  

Central theoretical components of materiality theory are the concepts of agency and material 

objectification of immaterial things. The theory purports that “immaterial ideas, values and 

relationships must be materialized in order to be expressed” (Vellinga 2007:756). This point also 

subverts the symbolic approach that ideas and values pre-exist their material symbolic expression. 

Agency is concerned with what actions and things actually do, not just symbolize. In the 

theoretical concept of agency to this study, agency is viewed not simply as the cause of change, but 

also the cause of continuity. ‘Things’ do not just reproduce automatically, but also still require a 
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system of ‘causation’, that is agency. In this manner, agency is only the other side of the coin of 

‘function’. 

Built architectural forms represent a highly significant area of material culture. However, 

very few applications of materiality and agency theory have been made to architectural subject 

matter. Vellinga (2007) states: 

The point that architecture matters, to paraphrase Miller, has still not 
obtained a firm footing in anthropology. For despite its above-noted 
centrality in the revitalized discourse in material culture, the mutually 
constitutive relationship between people and objects, and the importance of 
materiality that it entails, has so far only rarely been incorporated into 
writings on architecture (757). 

Chapter VI addresses Vellinga’s (2007:756) call for an integration of House Society and 

materiality theory in anthropological studies of architecture, which he states has so far not 

occurred. This approach, which also calls for detailed empirical study of architectural processes, 

highlights the reciprocal mutually constitutive relationship between social groups, which Vellinga 

believes can assist the development of a “true understanding of the cultural significance of 

architecture” (Vellinga 2007:756). At the time of this study a number of cultural anthropology 

textbooks were examined, and no chapter title or even sub chapter title had any indication of 

architecture as a disciplinary focus. Those sections or chapters that focused on material culture or 

art as categories of anthropological focus also did not include the built environment. Considering 

the major place that architectural structures have in the lives of people, it can only be assumed that 

they are so much a part of life and culture that they have been largely taken for granted as objects 

of cultural study.  

Chapter Conclusion: An Alofi Sā of Theory  

The Sāmoan term alofi sā (meaning ‘sacred circle’) refers to the ceremonial Sāmoan ‘ava 

ceremony performed that precedes a chiefly meeting to discuss important matters. The sacred 

ritual involves preparing and serving the ‘ava, one cup at a time to each of the participants, 

accompanied by speech making. The five main theoretical components of the analytical 

framework, introduced in this chapter, can be envisioned metaphorically as pillars of a Sāmoan 

fale in which a meeting preceded by the alofi sā is occurring. At each of these posts sits an 

individual personifying the theoretical position and perspectives as represented in the theoretical 

post at which he or she sits. The fiver perspectives (individuals) are thus engaged in a discussion 

(talanoaga) regarding the topic of the research, each entering the discussion at specific junctures 
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where their particular theoretical interests and perspective are relevant and find commonality with 

the perspective of another.  

The metaphor denotes how understanding is developed through open discussion in which 

empirical data is presented for viewing and analysis from different theoretical perspectives. Each 

perspective has something to offer, and collectively the reader is reminded that that buildings and 

their spaces are: a) part of cultural landscapes of place and space; b) both an art form and a large 

object of material culture (materiality); c) identified with social groups and human activities 

(House Society theory); d) integral to the production and reproduction of social practices (habitus); 

and e) a cultural means of addressing conflict in society through particular cultural ways buildings 

are used to facilitate the organization of space and time (Tā-Vā Theory). 
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III 

ORIGINS AND REASONS 
TUPU’AGA MA MAFUA’ĀGA 

 
The place is the concrete manifestation of man’s dwelling, and his identity depends on 
his belonging to places. (Norberg-Schulz 1980:6)  
 
We look towards mafua’āga (reasons or origins) to create the malamalama (light and 
understanding) for what is happening at the moment. (Pulefa’asisina Tuiasosopo 
Interview, January 2005) 

 

This chapter explores Sāmoan oral traditions to understand and theorize the cultural 

construction of place and landscape in Sāmoan thought, and explore their articulation through 

Sāmoan concepts of space, time, history, and society of which Sāmoan architecture and built 

forms are described as an intrinsic part. Oral traditions, myths and legends were not initially 

conceived as part of the current study’s research on Sāmoan architecture. Informants in the village 

case studies, however, often referenced legends about the village’s origins to explain their village 

layouts, guesthouses and their customary names. The historical narratives of political order and 

relationships are understood as physically expressed in village layouts, built forms and spaces. 

These oral traditions thus became relevant to the study. 

The focus on oral traditions also highlights how Sāmoa may be understood as a place 

composed of many places – nu’u or villages, each with its own somewhat distinct identity and 

carrying its own oral traditions. While maintaining a certain level of autonomy, each village is also 

linked politically, geographically, genealogically, and cosmologically within a larger structure. 

Those linkages are also considered as an important part of the village’s identity. The village 

provides the important context in which Sāmoan architecture must be understood and investigated.  

The Sāmoan word for country, atunu’u provides insights about the place of Sāmoan villages 

in national contexts. Atu means ‘linked strings or rows’ (Milner 2003:28) and nu’u means villages 

or communities. Atunu’u is thereby a collection of semi-autonomous territorial polities or a 

confederation of nu’u of which the physical settlements represent only a small, though significant 

part. The relationship between country (atunu’u) and village (nu’u) may also be compared 

analogously to the relationship between the Sāmoan concept of aganu’u (culture, literally, village 
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spirit/conduct, applicable to the country as a whole) and the Sāmoan concept of agāifanua 

(customs specific to a specific village or place, and not applicable to Sāmoa as a whole).1  

Influential to the chapter’s theoretical framework is the growing scholarship emerging in the 

disciplines of anthropology, human geography, and architecture that draws from 

phenomenological perspectives (e.g. Bender 1998, 2006; Casey 1996; Low 2003; Merleau-Ponty 

2003; Norberg-Schulz 1980, 1988; Strang 1997; Thomas 2006; Tuan 2003). This body of work 

largely underpins the importance of place as a cultural construct embedded in people’s way of 

‘being-in-the-world’ (Heidegger 1962). People begin as infants to comprehend the places they are 

through their senses without first being fully conscious they are in a place; the process of dwelling 

has already begun by which certain ‘places’ will in time be called ‘home’.  

There is no way to sense a place without first being at a place. Furthermore, “the structure of 

place becomes manifest as environmental totalities which comprise the aspects of character and 

space” (Norberg-Schultz 1980:14). Whereas in former decades the concepts of place and space 

were more taken for granted, they have now become essential concepts to be deconstructed and 

understood within the cultural frameworks to be ethnographically investigated. Certainly, the 

concepts of place and space are core to understanding the socio-cultural role of architecture, since 

buildings involve the physical construction of space in people’s efforts to construct their place in 

the landscape.  

Place and space, which are often popularly used in some other literature as synonymous 

terms, are defined as clearly different yet inter-related concepts (Hubbard, Kitchin & Valentine 

2004: 3). Furthermore, place is not simply a region of space, nor is space simply a given entity to 

be filled or occupied, but is experienced by people as having meaning. This meaning is culturally 

specific, and needs to be grasped from an insider’s point of view (Thomas 2006:49). The 

phenomenological theorem argues that place necessarily precedes space and time because the 

perception of space and time only occurs when one is first in a place (Casey 1996:14). The 

analysis must both incorporate the ontology and epistemology of both place and space as different 

yet related cultural constructions in the creation of actual places in Sāmoan thought.  

Important to the analytical framework developed here, and the thesis as a whole, is the 

understanding that place operates at different scales. A country, a village, a building, or a post in 

that building all constitute place. Space, like place is socially produced and constructed, according 

to cultural systems that define and organize this dimension (Lefebvre 1991; Allen 1993; 
                                     
1 Sāmoan interlocutors repeatedly emphasized that each village has its own unique identity and customs, known as 
agāifanua, a point not particularly emphasized in the existing Sāmoan ethnographic literature. 
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Amerlinck 2001; Bennardo 2002; Māhina 2008a). Space, like place is not a pre-existing given, and 

the way space is organized and produced in a place, is part of the character of that place. The 

ontological space/time dimensions of culturally constructed places can be viewed as 

epistemologically informed through the cultural gestalt of place making, aspects of which the 

following chapter further develops. 

The chapter identifies and extracts these phenomenological axioms about place, space and 

time from the myths and legends it examines. This gives cross-cultural support to these 

phenomenological perspectives and develops a framework for viewing the whole of Sāmoa, its 

different nu’u and the architectural structures within them, as sets of culturally constructed 

homologous connected places of a cultural landscape. The Sāmoan creation legend examined 

provides the material for viewing the unifying macrocosm of the Sāmoan islands, the origins of 

Sāmoan architecture, and the fundamental principles of place, space and time and the modes of 

populating them. The individual village oral traditions maintain the same themes but view the 

particular construction of place the scale of a village within the larger structure of the country. 

Together these myths and legends help to develop understandings about an older traditional 

Sāmoan worldview, the values and principles of which also underscore indigenous Sāmoan village 

architecture and spatial practices.  

Locating Place, Space, Time and Landscape in a Sāmoan Origin Myth  
Subscribing to the phenomenological view that place is the antecedent to space and time; the 

phenomenological perspective locates examining spatial production into the theorization of place 

and place making. In this framework, spatial production proceeds as a phenomenon of place, and 

its corollaries in time and landscape. The following truncated exegesis of the Solo o le Vā myth2 

reveals these ideas.  

While other mythic versions of creation exist in Sāmoa, they contain the same general 

framework for developing understandings about an older Sāmoan worldview. Clearly, Solo o le Vā 

articulates the primacy given to Manu’a, which results in its ascendancy in the resulting political 

order of the islands. Manu’a is also the source from which the first houses and house builders 

originated and spread to the other islands of Sāmoa.  

                                     
2 Powell (1887) and Fraser (1897) both include detailed versions of the myth in both English and Sāmoan and the chant 
and narrative forms, as well as present some of their own interpretations.  
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The Sāmoan origin myth of creation, Solo o le Vā (literally ‘Poem of Space or relationship) 3 

recorded by early missionaries to the islands in 1857, 4 has two forms – a chant sung by women 

and a narrative told by men. It tells the cosmic story of the creation of the world – ocean, islands, 

topographical features, plants, heavens, people, and houses – under the direction and agency of the 

Polynesian progenitor God, Tagaloaalagi. The poem focuses on the creation and populating of the 

world in two general spheres – the heavens (lagi) and its dynamic entities and the topological 

surfaces of the earth (lalolagi or ‘under the heavens’) as a world-scape of ocean (vasa) and islands 

(motu).  

The current analysis of the Solo o le Vā myth builds upon previous scholarly examinations. 

Theologians (e.g. Fraser 1897), anthropologists (e.g., Mead 1930; Goldman 1970; Shore 1982) and 

an art historian (Allen 1993) have all analysed the myth, each building on the previous analyses. 

Shore (1982:132) considers Mead’s discussion of some of the myth’s themes to gain insights into 

Sāmoan notions of “person”. Allen (1993:27), whose use of the myth is the most extensive, draws 

on Shore’s interpretations in her modelling of a Sāmoan principle for spatial production, which she 

uses to interpret Sāmoan architecture.  

Allen’s detailed analysis demonstrates how the principles of Sāmoan spatial organization are 

encoded in the mythic narrative, forming a macrocosm in which Sāmoan architectural processes 

and spatial practices, viewed as a microcosm, are embedded. The myth thereby forms a framework 

for interpreting the architecture, just as the architecture forms a framework for interpreting the 

myth. Allen develops understandings about Sāmoan spatial production of which architecture, 

working in tandem with social practices, is a key part.  

The more truncated analysis presented here concurs with much of Allen’s excellent analysis, 

premised on the important idea of space as socially produced (Lefebvre 1991). The discussion 

developed here is also similar in its efforts to interpret the myth as a means to develop useful ideas 

for interrelating Sāmoan architecture with the broader dimensions of Sāmoan social organization 

and its related socio-spatial practices. A significant difference, however, derives from the 

identification and extraction of concepts of place and time within the mythic narrative, concepts 

                                     
3 The origin myth described here derives from the Manu’a Islands, the most eastern grouping in the Sāmoan 
archipelago, which is still given a pre-eminent place within the recited socio-political order and history of the islands 
due to its mythological ranking, which places the Manu’a islands as created first, with their ‘king’ Tu’i-Manu’a holding 
a symbolic rank higher than all other chieftains in the archipelago. 
4 Reverend Thomas Powell recorded the myth in Manu’a from the Sāmoan orators, Fōfō and Tauanu’u, in 1857. It was 
later translated by Rev. Pratt, annotated by Dr. John Fraser and published in several journal articles (Powell 1887; 
Fraser 1897; Pratt, 2007). 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.   Chapter III: Origins and Reasons Tupu’aga ma Mafua’āga  

 71 

that appear conflated with the concept of space in Allen’s discussion. The phenomenological 

perspectives on place and space introduced earlier bore influence on this difference. 

One might wonder how an ancient Sāmoan myth, which a missionary in Manu’a recorded a 

150 years ago, relevant to understanding the cultural construction of place in contemporary highly 

Christianised Sāmoa. Allen (1993:27) answered this question with the explanation that the myth 

offers “certain insight into the older Sāmoan worldview,” which prevails within contemporary 

Sāmoan spatial production of which the vernacular architecture is a part. By interpreting the myth 

in a manner that mirrors her interpretation of the architecture and the cultural processes 

surrounding it Allen demonstrates this point.  

Another answer to the question is illuminated in a movement among Sāmoan educators and 

leaders to restore and better illuminate understandings of the fa’asāmoa and its worldview. Solo o 

le Vā, as well as other ancient pre-Christian legends and myths, are increasingly being taught and 

studied within Sāmoa, particularly within educational settings where Sāmoan studies is taught, 

such as at American Sāmoa Community College, where they have also been performed theatrically 

and recorded for later broadcast.5 Sāmoa’s Head of State, His Highness, Tui Atua Tupua 

Tamasese writes extensively about pre-Christian based Sāmoan mythology, beliefs, knowledge 

and practices as a relevant ‘Sāmoan indigenous reference’, inspiring a number of other Sāmoan 

thinkers and writers to further consider this body of knowledge.6  

These literary forms of a Sāmoan ‘indigenous reference’ develop from a concern with 

identifying and valuing distinctive Sāmoan cultural ideas and knowledge derived from the 

millennia of cultural developments prior to the adoption of Christianity less than two centuries 

ago. That ‘indigenous reference’, as it has been coined, is recognized as an integral and relevant 

part of the living Sāmoan culture (the fa’asāmoa) today of which Christian religion has also been 

integrated. Sāmoan orators regularly place ancient Sāmoan legends side by side with biblical 

parables in their speeches at Sāmoan ceremonies. These references to the ancient Sāmoan past help 

establish people and events within a Sāmoan framework: that is, they are constructive of place and 

social position within specific contexts in a way that recourse to Christianity can only complement. 

University of Auckland Chaplain, Uesifili Unasa, provided this perspective on the topic:  

                                     
5 Also, part of the creation solo was also used in the narration of Malae: Sacred Ground, a 1998 documentary 
production of American Sāmoa Community College that illustrates how the concept of malae is germane to an original 
Sāmoan cosmology, which received frequent public television broadcast in American Sāmoa.  
6 See Su’esu’e Manogi: Tui Atua Tupua Tamaese Ta’isi and the Sāmoan Indigenous Reference (Suaalii-Sauni T. 
2008:916) 
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Sāmoans experience divinity as near while practicing their customs (e.g. 
an ‘ava ceremony), as manifested in their matai names that link to the 
heavens and the progenitor God Tagaloaalagi. In contrast, we experience 
the divinity of the Christian God as distant and removed when we are in 
church. (Rev. Uesifili Unasa, Auckland, March 2008: personal 
communication)  

Based on these types of statements, it might be surmised that generally more traditional 

contemporary Sāmoans do not experience conflict or contradiction between these two forms of 

divinity because of the complementary roles these play. This can explain how older beliefs and 

legends continue to offer an important contemporary point of reference alongside Christian 

teachings. Christianity may dictate a moral attitude towards society and the world, but only 

Sāmoan cosmology denotes specifics about the traditions of place, landscape and political order in 

the Sāmoan landscape. This aspect helps support the continued relevance of a pre-Christian 

creation myth in terms of ideas of place, space and time as part of place construction and identity 

in Sāmoan cultural terms. The highlighting of those existing elements in the growing Sāmoan 

literature offers recognition to what is already culturally evident. At the same time as members of 

the Sāmoan community read that literature these elements gain increasing relevance in other types 

of cultural discourse. 

First Divisions – Creating Place, Time and Space and a Material World  

The first stanza of the Solo describes the beginning of creation through the agency of 

Tagaloaalagi, the Sāmoan progenitor God “who dwells in the illimitable void [vānimonimo]. He 

made all things. He alone existed. There was no heaven, no people, no sea, no earth, he traversed 

the illimitable void” (Powell 1887:148). The illimitable void is vānimonimo, literally to be devoid 

of spatial and temporal dimensions. The myth continues: “At a point at which he [Tagaloaalagi] 

took his stand, up sprang a rock. His name is Tagaloa-Fa’atupunu’u” (Tagaloa, creator of places).7 

He [Tagaloa] said to the rock, “Divide!” and thereupon were born, in 
immediate succession, the reclining rock, the lava rock, the branching rock, 
the porous rock, the red-clay rock, the standing rock, and the cellular rock. 
Tagaloa then, looking towards the west, said again to the rock, Divide!” He 
then smote it with his right hand: the rock divided on the right, and 
immediately the earth and sea were born. (Powell 1887:148) 

Five significant points for extrapolating Sāmoan concepts of place, space, landscape and time 

and modes of populating and inhabiting them are embedded in this stanza of the myth. They 

                                     
7 The translation of nu’u, the Sāmoan word for village, to ‘the word place’ is how it appears in the original translation, 
which is understandable since nu’u are highly significant defining places in a Sāmoan cultural landscape.  
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include: 1) the replication of the name Tagaloa in the form of Tagaloa-Fa’atupunu’u (Tagaloa- 

Maker of Places), as a manifestation of the progenitor God Tagaloaalagi; 2) the fact that Tagaloa-

Fa’atupunu’u only comes into being when Tagaloaalagi pauses in his ceaseless movements; 3) that 

Tagaloa-Fa’atupunu’u provides the material substance from which the world will be formed and 

that primordial substance is in the form of rock; 4) the creation of places from which the world is 

to be created comes about through Tagaloaalagi’s divisions of the single primordial rock (i.e. 

Tagaloa-Fa’atupunu’u, his first manifestation); and 5) these divisions themselves create the first 

vā, that is, relational temporal and geographical space, between the newly produced entities that 

were formerly united as one. 

The replication of the name Tagaloa signifies a genealogical chain, that is, Tagaloaalagi’s 

reproduces himself in different forms or manifestations. As such, Tagaloaalagi may be identified 

as progenitor god (Tamasese 2008b:105) with a variety of divine manifestations; for example, 

Tagaloa The Unchangeable; Tagaloa The Messenger; Tagaloa The Visitor, and so forth. Later, the 

name Tagaloa becomes part of the human social world, linking the divine to the human through 

the Sāmoan chieftains, as a pattern revealed in Sili’s oral tradition of the Le Tagaloa title.  

The point that Tagaloa-Fa’atupunu’u only springs forth when Tagaloaalagi pauses from his 

ceaseless movements in the illimitable void highlights how the creation of place, the very concept 

of it, only emerges as a realizable phenomenon in the moment of staying still, which the rest of the 

myth shows to be a recurring theme. Only in the ceasing of movement, in the taking of a position, 

is place in the universe defined: inversely, constant movement seems to negate position or place.  

That Tagaloa-Fa’atupunu’u (Tagaloa, Creator of places) takes the form of a rock, signifies 

the primordial materiality and substance from which the world-scape is to be constructed. Here, it 

appears that Tagaloa-Fa’atupunu’u represents a divine embodiment of the concept of place from 

which actual places of the world will eventually come into being. Within the Sāmoan version the 

word used for rock is papa, as opposed to ma’a. Both words mean stone or rock, but papa refers 

more specifically to very large flat immovable rock, such as hardened lava beds, rather than loose 

stones, called ma’a, which are easily moved. A view of temporal and geological relationship 

between papa and ma’a is reflected in another Sāmoan creation legend8 in which “ ‘Papa-tū 

(standing rock) married Papa-ele (earth rock) and the son Ma’ata’anoa (loose stone) married 

Papa-pala (mud rock)” (Steubel 1976:101). Fraser (1897:30) noted that this legend is recounted in 

Sāmoan oratory as a metaphor to reference the genealogy of kings.  

                                     
8 Steubel collected the legend entitled ‘Origin of the Earth and People’ in the village of Lufilufi in Upolu.  
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That creation legend depicts the genealogy of the earth and people as evolving from large 

rocks to smaller rocks, then pebbles, soil, to plants, and finally trees reflecting knowledge of 

geological and ecological processes. Symbolically in the culture, papa (as a kind of rock) is seen 

to denote a temporal ‘foundation’ or beginning point for construction of a landscape to be 

populated. Here also it may be noted that the highest chieftain titles of Sāmoa are called pāpā, 

presenting these paramount chieftains as foundations within the political order (Milner 1966:175).9 

While the words papa and pāpā represent different words with different meanings, a semantic 

connection must exist. 

In relation to Sāmoan houses, a connection is also found in the volcanic rock foundations of 

every fale. The large rocks are placed on the bottom, smaller rocks on top; the floor covered in a 

thick layer of small pebbles (or crushed coral). The higher foundations signify higher rank of the 

associated titles in the society. The rock foundations remain long after the organic materials of the 

original fale have decomposed, and continue to physically mark the place as a named entity (i.e. a 

house site with a customary name) in the cultural landscape of the village, or to be the platform on 

which new houses are built every couple of generations. 

The smote of Tagaloaalagi’s hand dividing the primordial rock represents, as Allen 

(1993:30) rightly suggests, the first act of spatial production which “results not in destruction but 

in creation, the emergence of a new order.” That Tagaloaalagi uses both verbal commands and the 

physical strike of his hand to divide the rock into separate entities signifies the power of both the 

spoken word and of physical force. The division suggests the creation of the first vā, an opening 

and separation between entities of the world. The vā in that instance is the space between the now 

divided parts of what was a single whole, an idea that reverberates in Refiti’s (2007:34) definition 

of vā as “an opening, a space … that dislocates and disconnects people and things, not in a 

negative way but as a reality that provides a way to bond them ‘positively’.”  

The understanding of division as ‘opening’ or ‘moving apart’ of entities to create the 

relational space between them contrasts sharply with the idea of inserting partitions or walls in an 

assumed pre-existing space in order to created multiple and separate ‘spaces’. The temporal 

dimension of the spatial production should not be lost since action is always temporal. The tā 

(‘strike’) that divided the rock signifies the first mark ‘in time’, giving space its temporal 

dimension (i.e. temporal space). In this manner, from the initial concept of place embodied in the 

divine manifestation of Tagaloa as rock, space and time dimensions are produced. 
                                     
9 While these are two different words they must be connected metaphorically in the sense that pāpā titles are 
foundational in the political order, like papa rock is geographically foundational.  
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Creating Vā between Heaven and Earth & Origin of Sāmoan Architecture 

The theme of division and separation of entities to create a vā or space between recurs 

repeatedly in the myth. A salient vā creation occurs when Tui Te’e Lagi (‘Lifter of the sky’)10, a 

progeny of Tagaloaalagi, props the sky up from the earth, establishing the vā or space between the 

heavens (lagi) and earth (lalolagi, literally, ‘below the heavens’). Done in successive stages, Tui 

Te’e Lagi’s effort also resulted in the ten levels of the Sāmoan heaven or sky, 11 what Norberg-

Schultz (1980:10) calls the existential space in which people dwell on the earth with the knowledge 

that being on the earth (lalolagi) also implies being ‘under the sky’. Tui Te’e Lagi lifted the sky off 

the earth to create the space for existence of the human world in the ‘between’ (Suaalii-Sauni 

2008:94). Note that in this case vā creation does not involve a striking (tā) action, but the effect of 

creating vā remains the same. 

The next step in the creation involves Tagaloaalagi calling forth the first great fono or 

meeting of all his progeny at the Malae-a-Toto'a, (Council Ground of Tranquility) in the ninth 

level of heaven. It is Tagaloa Savali (Tagaloa, the Messenger), the tuli (plover bird), who flies 

about the heavens delivering this call for the assembly. At the meeting Tagaloaalagi appoints 

Tagaloa-le-Fuli (Stable or Unchangeable Tagaloa) to be the Chief of the heavens, and to dwell in 

the ninth heaven. To his children Night and Day he says, “Let those two boys, the Sun and the 

Moon [children of Night and Day], go and follow you two; when day comes; let the Sun follow; 

also when Night comes, the Moon too comes on.” He appoints Night and Day’s other two children 

(Sāmoa and Manu’a) to dwell below on earth, to be chiefs of the people there. This signifies the 

affinity between divine rule on earth (through the matai system) and cyclical time protecting both 

as perpetual entities. 

The children of Ilu and Mamao (Immensity and Distance) were assigned the eighth level of 

heaven (it is said they numbered 10,000) and become the builder/architects (tufugafaifale) of the 

lagi (Fraser 1897:179). Tagaloaalagi later decreed his carpenter children should descend to the 

earth to be the house and boat builders for chiefs, thereby gaining the honorific of agaiotupu, 

(guardians of kings), an honorific still used to this day to address to master builders, also known as 

matuaofaiva (masters of endeavours) .12 Before their descent, the Tagaloa builders first built the 

                                     
10 Tui Te’e Lagi might be considered the Sāmoan version of the God, Atlas in Greek mythology.  
11 The single term lagi is used in Sāmoan to denote either heavens (in the divine sense) or sky. 
12 Faiva in Sāmoa references important endeavours that require specialized skills and abilities, in areas of fishing, 
building boats, or houses. Matua refers here to elder or mature. Carpenters may also be called ‘chief carpenters’ 
through the terms mātaisau or matai tufuga (Milner 2003:340). 
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original Sāmoan house, called Fale-Ula (the 'Bright or Joyful House'), in the ninth heaven for 

Tagaloa, the Immovable, and that structure became the model and name for their first house they 

built for the Tui Manu’a on earth (Buck 1930:84; Allen 1993:36).  

An alternative legend speaks of the residence of Tagaloa being called Lagi, an original name 

also for the first residence also of Tui Atua as well as Tui Aana in Upolu Island (Tamasese 

2008:94). This also conveys the idea of the heavens as a model for Sāmoan architecture, 

representing a concretisation of the cosmos, or in phenomenological terms, a ‘gathering of the 

world’ (Heidegger 1962). The large spherical dome shaped roof of the faletele (grand house) 

reflects this cosmological symbolism.  

The dome shaped roof is the lagi (heavens) held off the floor by central posts. The wall-less 

space between these signifies the vā created when Tui-Te’e-Lagi propped up the lagi. The sequences 

of ascending crossbeams (so’a), from one side of the roof to the other, signify the multiple levels of 

heaven. The arching purlins in the convex sloping roof of the two half spheres on each side signify the 

daily arc of the celestial bodies. The name of the small rafters to which the thatch is attached is called 

‘aso: a word closely related to aso, meaning day. A star and moon are traditional motifs carved into 

the highest piece called “moa”, at the centre.  

This interpretation reflects similar forms of analysis presented about vernacular architecture in 

other cultures, including Blier’s (1987) examination of African architecture by which the house is seen 

as a “condensed visual metaphor encapsulating essential characteristics of the cosmos” or Bowden’s 

(1992:67) discussion of how the architecture and artistic embellishments on Kwoma’s men’s houses in 

Papua New Guinea embody core cultural themes concerning the role and value of men in society. 
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Also relevant is a legend collected by Holmes (1992:59) that describes the first house built 

for Tagaloaalagi on the top of the mountain in Ta’u Island in Manu’a. The house was first built of 

people, that is, Tagaloaalagi requested people to stand as posts, while others stood on their 

shoulders, and so forth until all the parts of the house were configured using humans themselves. 

Then he told the people to go and find suitable woods to make the house, to substitute for the 

human counterparts. According to this legend, Tagaloaalagi, then appointed his son, Sao, to be the 

chief carpenter of Manu’a. Sao became the name of the important Manu’a branch of the traditional 

Sāmoan building guilds, which eventually spread throughout the Sāmoan archipelago.13 The 

legend clearly describes the social embodiment of the house, in other words, a structure that 

materializes social structure. Holmes (1992:59) also describes how the first builders debated 

                                     
13 One of the case studies of Chapter VI follows a descendent of the Sao building guild of Manu’a in a modern 
guesthouse construction. 

Figure 5: Part of interior 
roof structure of the 
Maota of Tui Atua Tupua 
Tamasese Ta’isi in 
Lufilufi village, capital of 
Atua district of Upolu. 
Central posts (poutū) and 
cross beams (so’a) visible 
in upper right hand 
corner. The top ends of 
sitting posts are viewable 
at roof’s perimeter at 
bottom of photo. (Photo by 
Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn, 
2009) 
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whether they should build a house or a boat first. They decided to build the house first in order to 

be protected from the sun and rain while building the boat. This story reveals the complementary 

nature of dwelling and mobility through which vā is traversed, which leads to the last phase of the 

creation, the creation of the ocean-island-scape.  

Creation of the Island World – Vasa and Motu 

Only after the vā between the heavens and earth had been produced, only after the first house 

had been created as a mnemonic mirror reflecting the relations of heaven and earth; and only after 

all the physical elements of the world had come into existence, did Tagaloaalagi initiate the actual 

creation of the island world of vasa (ocean) and motu (islands). In this third and final phase of the 

creation, Tagaloa the Messenger, (incarnated as tuli) flew about over the new ocean, stopping 

whenever tired and overwhelmed by the vast distances. At the moment Tuli pauses and looks up to 

the progenitor, Tagaloaalagi, the new needed island is created. For example:  

Then he turns his face to this Manu’a; and looks up to the heavens, for he is 
unable to move about; then Tagaloa, the creator and Tagaloa, the 
immovable, looked down and caused Savai’i to spring up, then that land 
grew up. (Powell 1887:153) 

That process continued in like fashion until all the islands were created with not too great a 

distance between any of the islands. The chanted version of the narrative in translation also reflects 

the concern for distance and measurement on the vasa-motu scape. 

Abide in thy mountains, these visits [and rest]; 
Abide, Tangaloa, on Manu'a's high crest, 
But fly now and then to thy group in the west: 
To measure and compare the space 
Which lies between, from place to place. 
The ocean between is long and breezy; 
Terrific waves affright Tangaloa [the Messenger, or tuli]; 
‘Oh for a little coral strand!’ thus he cries to heaven; 
Upolu, a very small bit of rock, And Tutuila, a little stony land, Are isles 
that thereupon immediately arise; 
Where chiefs [in aftertimes may] find a place of rest, 
And gods, tho' pinched for room, have many a feast. 
      (Fraser 1897:22) 

Two thematic ideas embedded in this part of the narrative support the developing analysis 

about place, space and landscape in a Sāmoan worldview. First, as noted previously, place (in this 

case an island) only becomes realizable when there is a pause in movement. Previously, as 

discussed Tagaloa-Fa’atupunu’u, the primordial rock from which the substance of the world would 

be created, only appears when Tagaloaalagi, the progenitor God, pauses in his ceaseless movement 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.   Chapter III: Origins and Reasons Tupu’aga ma Mafua’āga  

 79 

of the void. In this latter stage of creation, each of the islands emerges only when the flying plover, 

an offspring/manifestation of Tagaloaalagi, pauses in flight unable to move and looks up to 

Tagaloaalagi in the heavens.  

The second theme involves the double meanings of the words motu and vasa, which Refiti 

(2007b:34) has also discussed. The Polynesian word motu denotes both ‘islands’, and something 

that is ‘severed’ (Pratt 1960:226). This double meaning of motu assumes semantic importance in 

relationship to vasa, (open ocean), which may also be understood as vā–sā (a sacred space). In 

developing this connection Refiti (2007b: 34) metaphorically compares the Sāmoan concept of vā 

as the “relational space between people, or the space between things” to a “radiating force that 

shifts and rolls like the surface of the sea.” Whereas motu (islands) provide the solid ground for 

fixing positions and identity, they also interrupt or create a break (in a sense, a pause) in the 

vastness of the vasa, viewed in this notion as the sacred inter-relating between the various motu.14 

Other Sāmoan Oral Traditions  

Sāmoa is rich in oral traditions and more one creation myth exists, though the basic elements 

and themes remain to explain the origin of the islands, the ocean, the heavens, people, divine 

entities, the forests, the architecture, and other entities of existence. Many of Sāmoa’s oral 

traditions also continue where Solo o le Vā leaves off, further explaining the political development 

and divisions of the islands into the various districts and villages with ongoing exchanges between 

earthly and divine entities. These myths and legends reverberate with the same themes of 

reproduction, division and multiplication in the creation of places and people, and their vā 

relationships to each other.  

A famous example is how the traditional divisions of Upolu can be traced to Pili, a son of the 

God Tagaloaalagi, who descended from the lagi to the lalolagi to become the greatest taro farmer 

and fishermen anyone in Upolu had ever known. Marrying into the community, he produces five 

progeny. Upon his death, he subdivides the island into the five traditional political districts of 

Upolu (Aana, Atua, Tuamasaga, ‘Āiga a le Tai, and Gatoaitele), named after each of his children, 

                                     
14 Both Refiti’s work and this study connect these double meanings of these terms (vasa, motu) as related through 
hermeneutic analysis. This is not to assert that Sāmoans consciously or regularly think and speak with these 
connections in mind. Yet, the use of the term vasa or vasaloloa (expansive ocean) to refer to ocean definitely denotes 
this vā aspect. Evidence is found in Pratt’s definition of vasa  as the “space between two distant points of a journey, 
along an iron- bound coast, or between two islands (Pratt 1960:361). Other Sāmoan terms for ocean or sea include 
moana, tai, gataifale, sami, each denoting a difference in nuanced cultural meaning and significance in the human 
experience of the important relationship that Sāmoans developed to the ocean as a source of food, as a ‘highway’ to 
other places, as a point of spatial orientation, etc.  
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who in turn hold the respective paramount titles of those districts (So’o 2008:363; Fido 1995:16). 

In this manner, the cosmogony of the Sāmoan universe is grounded in the concrete and specific 

things, and places that comprise Sāmoa’s various districts and villages (Meleisea 1987b).  

 This point was also found within the village oral traditions collected in the research as part 

of each village case study. With limited space this study presents and analyzes only two of the six 

different village oral traditions collected in the village case studies. These are the inland village of 

Sili in Savai’i, and Salamumu, a village on the south coast of Upolu. The case of Salumumu gives 

the opportunity to consider the issue of transposable space, but non-transposable place, being that 

Salamumu was established as a transplant settlement of Saleaula village in Savai’i, in 1909 after a 

volcanic eruption had forced their evacuation from Savai’i. In the case of Sili, its inland position 

and orientation is of special interest. It offers an opportunity to reconsider some of the earlier 

ethnographic discussions Shore (1982:48-51) presented on Sāmoan spatial orientations and village 

layouts. It also shows how features of the natural landscape become integrated into the identity of 

the village and its mythology.  

Figure 6: Savai’i and Upolu Islands, showing villages of Sili and Saleaula in Savai’i, and Salamumu in 
Upolu, case studies for this research. 
 

 
 

Sili Village – Constructing Identity and Place 

Sili is an inland village, lying two kilometres inland from the southern coast of Savai’i at the 

convergence of tributaries in the largest watershed of Savai’i, the largest island of the Sāmoan 

archipelago. In 1980, the village was laid around a large oval-shaped malae of neatly clipped green 
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grass, stretching away from the river surrounded on its edges by many Sāmoan guesthouses, built 

in the traditional Sāmoan way, mostly with thatched roofs. A prominent church of the 

Congregational denomination stood on one side of the malae. There was a narrow suspension 

footbridge strung across the river to allow people to cross from the road to the village, but no 

automobile access to the village proper.  

 

 

Eighteen years later in 1998, the population of the village had increased greatly, and the 

majority of them now lived in structures strung on each side of the road leading to the village 

proper on the other side of the river. The suspension bridge had been destroyed eight years earlier 

in Cyclone Ofa, and had never been rebuilt. Those living in or visiting the older original part of the 

village had to (and still do) hop across rocks and wade through the shallow parts of the river to get 

to the other side.  

 

 

Figure 7: (Top) 
Aerial view of Sili 
Village. The 
original village 
settlement is on the 
left side of the river 
in the area outlined 
with a small circle. 
The new and 
growing section of 
the village is on the 
right side of the 
river where the 
main road enters the 
village. People still 
wade across the 
river to get from 
one side to the 
other, since Cyclone 
Ofa destroyed their 
suspension 
footbridge in 1990.  
 
(Bottom) Two 
young men 
(cousins) pose for a 
shot on Sili’s river. 
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Unfolding Mystery of Sili’s Landscape 

The residents of Sili describe the village in many ways. For example, there are the accounts 

of its settlement, a story about the strange ‘hair’ of Manutaetava’e, which can only be found 

clinging to trees on Sili’s land in its far interior; children repeatedly explain that the best thing 

about Sili was the river with its clear, cool refreshing waters, which they love to swim in every 

afternoon after school; others discuss the importance of the shrimp and eels they obtain from the 

river for their sustenance. One elderly woman was heard to tell one of her daughters who was 

planning to go inland for the first time not to make any loud noises, lest she anger the spirits and 

cause the river to rise suddenly. In all the various descriptions the river stands out as a salient 

object of interest, a source of existence and being.  

A curiously large polished rock stands on end about 50 feet in front of a house near the 

village’s malae. This smooth symmetrical rock stands about three feet high and is tapered at its 

base. Obviously it had been intentionally placed there and holds some significance. A young chief 

of the village explained that the rock’s name is Pae Taua. Young men of the village had carried it 

from Sili’s far interior and placed it here on the malae. In former years, before the arrival of the 

malamalama (light or understanding) of the tala lelei (good story, i.e. Christianity) in Sāmoa, it 

was like a god to them, bringing the village good fortune. It continued to remain after the 

acceptance of Christianity. He observed that Sili is known as the place from which Sāmoan kings 

of yester year have sprung (tupuga o mea tuai tupu o Sāmoa).  

The many references to inland regions of Sili– from the mentions of the hair of 

Manutaetava’e to the sight of the thin white line of the 300 foot Sinaloa waterfall visible on a clear 

day cascading down the green mountain in the far interior – stimulated a desire to visit this inland 

region. The Sāmoan government had been negotiating with the chiefs of Sili for many years to try 

convince the village to agree to an Asian Development Bank funded hydroelectric plant on one of 

Sili’s river’s inland tributaries. The village was extremely apprehensive of this proposal, despite 

the promise of money, jobs and free electricity. While a few appeared lured by the money, most 

were not. One villager stated, “If Sili gives the government the right to use the river, the village 

will die.” The controversy surrounding the project was the reason first for the high price tag, and 

later for a prohibition on non-Sili people going inland. 

It became increasingly clear the river is central to Sili’s identity; people revere and take 

special pride in their river, and the villagers view it as a vital source of physical and spiritual 

sustenance to be protected. They often refer to the river as ‘feeding the village’, which is 
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understood both literally and figuratively. The river clearly represents a connection between a 

sacred, pristine interior inhabited by the past, and the inhabitation of the present in the current 

settlements of Sili, Vaiala and Ga’utavai. The flow of the waters from the interior through the 

village on its journey to the sea also signifies the future and the blessings it would bring. Another 

proud claim made in Sili is their river is the only one in Savai’i that never dries up. The 

government’s proposal to use their river was more than a potential threat to their river, but also a 

challenge to their identity as a place and as a community. 

Sili’s Settlement – A Journey from an Inland Past 

While Sili considers itself to be a village in its own right, it is also a pitonu’u – a political 

and territorial section of a single political group and territory claiming common origin and identity. 

A village elder explained that Sili originates from people who travelled from the far interior 

travelling along the river courses and establishing the settlement where three rivers converge. Two 

other pitonu’u were established and settled further inland before Sili was created. These are 

Asolelei (‘Good Day’) and Malaga (‘Voyage’). Evidence of these earlier settlements and the 

ancient paths that crossed the entire breadth of the island from north to South are still visible.  

Downstream near where the river drops as a large waterfall onto a black-sand beach exist the 

last two later developed pitonu’u, Ga’utavae and Vaiala (slightly inland of Ga’utavae). These two 

large and inhabited pitonu’u are beginning to consider themselves as semi-autonomous to Sili, that 

is villages in their own right. One chief went so far as to attempt to alter the oral tradition of the 

order of settlement, suffering banishment (for him and his family) as a result. To ‘put them in their 

place,’ as Sili’s oral tradition would have it, one informant described them as “those are people of 

Sili who got washed downstream.” This non-literal explanation immediately illuminates a 

temporal relationship of settlement; a political hierarchy in the landscape between inland and 

seaward space; and the central importance of the river as a geographic and temporal connector. 

Sili’s Spatio-Temporal Orientations  

It was observed that the relationship that people of Sili have with the inland regions appears 

distinctively different from that in other villages. People of Sili view the inland region as sacred, 

and people are warned about the need to control raucous behaviour when going inland, so as not to 

disturb the ancestral beings that dwell in and control those spaces. Inland space signifies the past, 

the earlier settlements of the village and even the space of earlier gods. But it is also the source of 

the river’s fresh cool flowing water, which at both physical and spiritual levels is considered vital 

to the village’s present and future existence. 
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This representation contrasts with other villages located on the coast, as described by Shore 

(1982:50) where the inland regions of a village are a zone for reduced behavioural restraint and 

control (what Shore describes as behaviour shaped by personal impulses, i.e. amio) as opposed to 

the coastal areas where the associations are of cultural restraint and dignified behaviour embodied 

in Sāmoan ideas of aganu’u. What requires more emphasis is that those behavioural/spatial 

associations are not intrinsic to coast/inland axis, but rather to the radial ranking of space outward 

from a village’s centre marked by its sacred open malae in which public and ceremonial life 

(aganu’u) is focused.  

That Sili’s relationship to the inland/coastal axis differs from that of many other Sāmoan 

villages due to its own oral traditions also made a subtle difference for its spatial orientations and 

ranking on the front/rear axis. Shore (1982:50-51) discusses and correlates front (luma) 

orientations with seaward (tai) orientations, which places inland regions (uta) as back (tua).15 

While examples from fieldwork in other villages generally support this contention, Sili’s 

orientations do not. People walking up the road to Sili, which entails walking inland, say they are 

going ‘i luma’ (front), which refers to the fact that they are walking towards the village centre 

where the river and the malae meet, even though this direction is away from the coast. But, the 

river is not considered as ‘front’ in any other location other than at that point. Further downstream 

where houses are built on land between the river and the road, the road is ‘i luma’ and the river is 

‘i tua’.  

In this spatially ranked framework, it is politically significant that Sili village views its self 

as having been created prior to its pitonu’u of Ga’utavae downstream. In both spatial and temporal 

terms Sili sees itself as the figurative ‘head’ of the local political order.  

Finding a Place in the Larger Political Order, the Le Tagaloa Title in Sili 

Sili’s oral tradition of a movement from the far interior following the rivers until they 

converge resonates with the oral traditions of its political order by which it obtained the high 

ranking paramount title of Le Tagaloa title, which is collectively owned by the whole village, and 

is not considered the property of any single descent group. Furthermore, unlike most matai titles, 

the Le Tagaloa is not passed down through genealogical descent. Rather, the village collectively 

chooses a candidate on whom they wish to bestow the title. That candidate must have proven 

                                     
15 Those spatial orientations and regions are associated with behavioural expectations, such that when one goes inland 
away from the village less restrained custom induced social behaviour (aganu’u) is expected, while amio (the 
idiosyncratic personality traits of the individual) are given freer rein for expression. 
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abilities, talents, leadership, intelligence, good will and love to serve the interests of the village 

within the wider framework of the country.  

As already detailed in Solo o le Vā, Tagaloaalagi is the Sāmoan progenitor God, who had a 

number of manifestations and progeny. Sili’s oral tradition describes how Le Tagaloa became a 

chieftain name in Sili. The story involves a woman of Falelima village in Savai’i staying with a 

man by the name of Funefeai. Tagaloaalagi desired this woman more than anything. So great were 

his desires to obtain the woman, that Tagaloaalagi gave his name, instilled with his authority, to 

Funefeai (‘the fierce Fune’), who thereby became the first Le Tagaloa chieftain of Savai’i.16 

However, the Le Tagaloa in Savai’i was then split into four branches, so that a village on each side 

of the islands – North, South, West, and East – would hold the Le Tagaloa, Sili being the 

designated village on the south.  

The structure of these four villages is referred to as either the Fale-Safune (the house of 

Safune), or alternatively the Fale-o-le-Tagaloa. Each of the four villages on four different sides of 

Savai’i Island is considered as one of the posts of Fale-o-le-Tagaloa. As the Le Tagaloa was sent 

to each village, it went with two orator titles to represent it. That action follows the principle of an 

essential pairing of ali’i with tulāfale titles. Those eight orator titles are referred to as the 

Taulauniu: a launiu is a coconut frond, with its paired leaflets on each side of the main stem 

(representing the Le Tagaloa), and tau, a term that may mean to obtain or reach and implies 

agency (as elaborated upon in Chapter VII).  

Recursive cultural themes of the dialogue and exchange between the divine and human 

worlds are reflected in the story of the Le Tagaloa title in Savai’i. The exchange resulted in the 

descent of divine authority to humans from above in the form of the Le Tagaloa title, and the 

ascent of regenerative power above in the form of the earthly woman Tagaloa desired. This 

renewed reproductive capacity at a divine level is reflected in the political landscape of Savai’i 

through the multiplication and spatial distribution of the authority bound to the Le Tagaloa title. 

That multiplication and distribution of reproductive power to separate villages is envisioned 

simultaneously through two metaphors: a house and a coconut leaf. The posts of the house 

represent the distribution of the Le Tagaloa title in the metaphorical house of Tagaloa, which 

encompasses much of Savai’i. The paired leaflets of the frond represent the two orator titles that 
                                     
16 A man from Safune explained that with the arrival of Christianity Safune discontinued their Tagaloa title, due to its 
association with the cruel and un-Christian ways of Funefeai, whom the village tied up, put in a boat and set adrift. 
The village built its first church on the ancestral site of Le Tagaloa Funefeai’s house to signify dissolution of the 
residence and residency of the Le Tagaloa title in Safune.  
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accompanied each of the four Le Tagaloa titles distributed around Savai’i. Here, it is not just the 

common use of the house to represent a political body that is significant, but also the posts as an 

essential political component and support of that structure that is important to recognize. The 

metaphorical use of the coconut frond gains further significance when one considers how 

important this tree is to Sāmoans, like many other Pacific Islands, as a tree of life (La’au o le Ola) 

because of the many important uses of all parts of the tree helps to underscore this metaphor.  

In this manner Sili, located on the opposite side of Savai’i from Safune with a 4,000-foot 

mountain range between them, received both the Le Tagaloa title, and the two orator titles of 

Mata’afa and Tolova’a to represent and speak for the Le Tagaloa. The oral tradition underscores 

Sili’s position as village within a larger political structure, just as a post of a house maintains a 

certain level of individual autonomy while also being an important support of a larger structure. It 

is though such oral traditions that a village, such as Sili, maintains its own autonomous identity 

while also being connected within a larger political structure that supports that identity and gives it 

prominence.  

An important means of articulating each village’s political order is through fa’alupega, the 

ceremonial greeting salutations used in villages to recognize their place in the larger cosmos, and 

their constituent chieftains, internal groupings and rankings. The beginning part of Sili’s very long 

fa’alupega gives a sense of the mnemonic system of reminding everyone of the oral traditions and 

origins of titles and their relationships.17 
Tulouna a oe Safune Salutations to Safune 

[Signifies the source location from which the Le Tagaloa branched 
out] 

Tulouna a oe Taulauniu Salutations to Taulauniu  
[Signifies the eight orator titles associated to Le Tagaloa in 
Savai’i] 

Tulouna le Fitiuta Salutations to the flickering light from inland 
[Signifies the in-land village of Sili, may also refer to Fitiuta village in 
Manu’a] 

Tulouna le Fitiitai Salutations to the flickering light from the sea 
[Signifies Sili’s pitonu’u of Ga’utavai] 

Tulouna le Fiti’iloto Salutations to the flickering light from the pool 
[Signifies Sili’s pitonu’u of Vaiala, between Ga’utavai and Sili] 

Tulouna ma Fitiilagi Salutations to the flickering light from the heavens 
[Signifies Sili’s boundary with the neighbouring village of Satupaitea] 

(Le-Mamea 1977:57-58) 
 

                                     
17 The fa’alupega references things through metaphorical terms; the descriptions in brackets are those explained by 
Fa’aofonu’u Poe. 
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The full fa’alupega continues for another twenty-three lines, detailing the various important 

ali’i and tulāfale titles of the village with the various associated honorific terms and phrases. 

Doing so reveals not only the important titles of Sili, but also its place within a larger socio-

political framework and cosmology.  

Legend of Manutaetava’e 18 

Sili’s legend of Manutaetava’e19 describes further developments in Sili after the 

establishment of Sili within the Fale-o-le-Tagaloa and the Taulauniu. It articulates how affective 

environmental relationships and spatial orientations are constructed and reinforced in temporal and 

genealogical ways. Manutaetava’e was the son of Tagaloa Fa’aofonu’u, high chief of Sili, whose 

name at that time was Ala’efue. At this early part of Sili’s history the Tagaloa title and 

Fa’afononu’u were joined names and entities. The separation of the Le Tagaloa from the 

Fa’afonu’u evidently came later, which helps explain how it could be that why the village chose to 

remove a genealogical criteria from the succession of the Le Tagaloa title, but maintain it for the 

Fa’aofonu’u title.  

Manutaetava’e was a son of Sili’s High Chief Tagaloa-Fa’aofonu’u (prior to the creation of 

the two titles from this name). Manutaetava’e, son of Sili’s chief Tagaloa Fa’aofonu’u, ran away 

from home to live in the forest inland of the village where he continued to serve his village by 

being the protector and generator of Sili’s river. He lived on the raw fruits and vegetables of the 

forest, and when it rained and the river rose he took his boat out on the river, and let out his hair, 

which had become exceedingly long. The reason given for his retreat inland from the ‘civilized’ 

life of the village was that he was afraid to have his hair cut, which at that time was done with a 

shark tooth instrument, called tuapulu. 

 According to early historical records, such as in the published journals of the missionary 

John Williams, it was not a practice for Sāmoan men prior to the coming of Christianity in 1830 to 

cut their hair short; rather they tied it up (Moyle:64).20 This raises a question whether this narrative 

point was added to the oral tradition upon the introduction of Christianity to Sili since 

Manutaetava’e represents a pre-Christian hero-god of Sili. The narrative point of Manutaetava’e’s 

                                     
18 The alternative and more common name is Taemanutaetava’e (the Tae and the Manu inversed in the word), but 
Chief Fa’aofonu’u Poe explained that Manutaetava’e is more original and correct. 
19 The oral rendition of the legend was recorded in Sili in 2004 as told by High Chief Fa’aofonu’u Poe, and also High 
Talking Chief Fiu Tuipala. A video of the legend was also produced and archived at American Sāmoa Community 
College, Sāmoan Studies Institute.  
20 Williams reports, “ When the natives learned we were friends they untied their long flowing hairs. We were 
informed it is a custom among them to tie up their hair among enemies and to untie it among friends” (Moyle:64). Stair 
(1897:120) also reports that the unfastening of long hair was an act of respect when in the presence of a superior.  
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retreat inland then becomes a village means of preserving part of the past, a past perpetuated into 

the present through oral traditions and seen embodied in the landscape, particularly inland of the 

village. Manutaetava’e is seen as the spiritual protector of the river, who helps it continue to flow 

and supplies the village with a constant flow of fresh clean water from the in-land region.  

The second part of the oral history involves the conjugal union of Manutaetava’e to a woman 

(Leaauta) of Faga village on the Northeast coast of Savai’i. Leaauta had become consumed with a 

desire to meet and marry Manutaetava’e and pleads with her blind father to help her find him. The 

legend describes the journey of a blind man and his daughter, Leaauta in their search for 

Manutaetava’e, whom Leaauta has determined she wishes to marry. Several villages along their 

path from Faga to Sili are known to have received their current names based on things that the 

blind father’s walking stick got caught on. Each time this occurred he would ask his daughter what 

his stick had come upon. Her answer would become the name of the village. The naming of the 

place based on the pause in movement of the blind man’s stick being caught on something 

reverberates with the tuli bird pausing in flight to look up to Tagaloaalagi thereby the springing up 

of an island.  

The last village they entered was Sili, which was then known as Ala’ifue. The blind father 

asked his daughter if she could see any house to rest. It was then that they met the village High 

Orator Chief Fiu and took a rest at the fale’afa (‘house of sennit). That event is commemorated in 

Sili’s malae name - Fale’afa ma le Vaivai Manu (the ‘house of twine for the weary to rest”). Upon 

resuming their voyage Fiu pointed out the path that they should follow inland to find 

Manutaetava’e. The blind father realized he had forgotten his walking stick, and they returned to 

the house to get it, and he asked her where it was. She replied “ e sili a le pou o le fale” (‘It is 

above the post of the house’), and that is how the village gained its new name of Sili. 

As they continued their journey, the blind father heard a voice calling him. That was 

Faugagana (the talking hibiscus tree). There is an old Sāmoan belief that the God Tagaloa used the 

fau (hibiscus) tree to mediate his communications, which suggests that Faugagana is really the 

voice of Tagaloa speaking through the tree. Faugagana gave the old blind man and his daugther 

specific directions as to how to meet Manutaetava’e. They must find the rock/god, Fa’anuanua 

(which has the double meaning of rainbow and promise), and strike it with a branch of the fisoa 

tree. This action, they were told, would cause the river to rise, which would prompt Manutaetava’e 

to take his boat on the river and let out his hair. When they saw his hair flowing in the river, they 
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must tie it to trees along the riverbank, then, follow the hair up until they find Manutatava’e; who 

could not escape because his hair would be tied to the trees. 

Following all the instructions of Faugagana, Leaauta was able to meet and marry 

Manutava’e. From this union come three boys and one girl, Luafatasaga. The girl married Malietoa 

Savea, the first Malietoa in this national high-ranking lineage of Sāmoan ‘kings’ (Fido 1995:14). 

One day her brothers, Maulolo and Vaafuti, wishing to visit their sister, swam from Savai’i to 

Afega. As they were lying exhausted from their swim on Afega’s beach, their sister found them, 

and ran back to tell her husband at the house. He instructed her to lead (ta’ita’i) her brothers to the 

house. This event is commemorated in Malietoa’s maota (in Afega) carrying the name, 

‘Faleta’ita’i’ (‘the house to be led to’). Those two brothers Maulolo and Vaafuti served Malietoa 

well and became his adopted tulāfale (talking chiefs). Those names continue as tulāfale titles in 

Afega.21  

While the story behind the Fale-o-le-Tagaloa (or Fale-o-Safune) and the Taulauniu explains 

Sili’s position within a larger political structure, so does the story of Manutaetava’e. The latter 

helps link Sili to the Malietoa line, one of the most important paramount titles and lines within 

Sāmoa. There is even an old belief in Sili that their river mysteriously re-surfaces in Afega through 

some kind of underground sea channel, thereby replicating environmentally the genealogical 

connection.  

Oral Traditions in the Landscape – Shaping Political Order and Development 

The names of landscape features – malae grounds, houses, or rocks – signify events and 

beings of the past, which are derived spatially from the in-land regions of the village, and then 

brought seaward to be placed in the village as mnemonic reminders of origins and identity. Sili’s 

malae and village layout is configured as an elongated oval running perpendicular to the main 

river (see Figure 7). Guesthouses line each side and the end furthest from the river. Sili’s malae 

could have easily (or perhaps more easily) been laid out such that its length would lie parallel to 

the main river, but instead it was created at right angles to the river, with an orientation that puts 

the river (right at the junction of two tributaries) respectfully at the ‘head’ of the malae. 

Furthermore, no ancestral guesthouse sites are placed on this end; if they were, then the river 

would become ‘behind’ (that house) and thereby lose this privileged position.  

                                     
21 This legend was documented in video as told by Fiu Tu’ipala in Sili Village in June 2005, and has been edited into a 
video, part of the Tala o le Vavau series about Sāmoan village legends and oral traditions available at Sāmoan Studies 
Institute, American Sāmoa Community College. 
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The importance of the river to Sili in connecting past, present and future, and connecting 

inland to seaward spatial entities in the landscape is realized in a variety of ways, such as in village 

layout, the placement of special rocks, and even the name of the village cricket team. The bringing 

of the past and things inland into the village is also demonstrated by the placing of the rock Pae 

Taua on the malae. Pae Taua is similar to the rock Fa’anuanua, which in fact is an ancestral 

spirit/god of Sili turned into a rock; thus, Pae Taua is a signifier for the god-rock, Fa’anuanua. 

Some matai also place similarly shaped but smaller stones at the corners of their house platforms 

(paepae) as mnemonic reminders of Fa’anuanua. All these various aspects by which Sili is 

physically constructed as a place reflect the need to preserve an identity connected to the past as 

told through the oral traditions and by the traditional political order.  

Contemporary events and their interpretations also help to underscore issues of order in the 

landscape. An example is the case of the untitled village men fishing for fresh water shrimp in the 

river far inland. They met a ‘crocodile’ in the river and ran to the village council of matai to 

inform them of the remarkable sighting. At the time the village council was deliberating on the 

issue of whether to allow the government to use their river for a hydroelectric project, and the 

interpretation given was that an ancestor had taken the form of crocodile to deliver a message 

telling the villagers not to allow the government project on Sili’s land.  

The event is first directly tied to the political context of the moment – the deliberation upon 

whether to give the use of their river and interior space to the government. Second, the crocodile is 

seen as an incarnation of an ancestral spirit delivering a message to the current matai of the village 

not to give up their river for the sake of the modern project of electrical production. To do so 

would not only be potentially damaging to the river and its natural blessings, but would also 

disturb the village’s identity preserved in its tale of origins, in its past, and its interior inland 

regions.22 

 

                                     
22 The Sāmoan government’s negotiations with Sili to use the river for Asian Development Funded Hydro-electric 
project had been going on for many years, with offers of money, employment and free electricity. Sili forbade any 
foreigners from travelling in-land of the village, though during a few tourists interested in hiking to the large inland 
waterfalls or the top of the mountain could pay $280 Sāmoan tala (dollars) to be escorted by a local for this two day 
hiking trip.  
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Salamumu Village: Efforts in Reproducing Place and Space 
A famous often repeated Sāmoan says, “O Sāmoa, ua uma ona tofi”, which means “Sāmoa is 

a place where all positions have been allocated.” In essence, this saying means that the socio-

political landscape and structure of the Sāmoan Islands has already been established or fixed, and 

that identity requires knowing and developing one’s place within that structure. The case of 

Salamumu is an interesting one in that it tests this Sāmoan axiom, as well as the theoretical 

dimensions of the relationship between place and space. High Chief Tauiliili Pemerika sat at the 

edge of his round guesthouse in the village of Salamumu Tai on the southern coast of Upolu, 

approximately half way between the villages of Saanapu and Lefaga, discussing the history of his 

village, its political structure, physical layout, and his memories of growing up there as a boy from 

1935 to 1942. 

His guesthouse, now the only impressive and traditionally built guesthouse left in the village, 

sits on a wide tiered square shaped stone platform about six feet off the white sand covered 

ground. One tall central post at the centre holds up the traditional dome shaped roof with its eight 

ascending collar beams bracing the front and rear sections of the middle roof section. The talitali 

shelf, in the shape of double ended boat, is lashed to this central post at about eye level with a 

couple of rolled sitting mats sitting on to be used when additional visitors arrive. Around the 

perimeter of the round floor plan are the forty-nine sitting posts where the chiefs of the village sit, 

according to their status and rank in the village social structure of titles, when they meet in council. 

The floor is a traditional layer of crushed white coral from the near by beach. At the corners of the 

Figure 8: The painted red rock 
at the corner of the stone 
paepae of this faleapa style 
guesthouse in Sili, operates as 
mnemonic reminder of the 
Fa’anuanua spirit rock that 
plays a critical role in the story 
of Manutaetava’e. Several 
such stones, of similar shape 
and size placed were found in 
the front of a number of 
different structures around the 
village. 
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paepae Tauiliili has planted an ornamental low palm he says he got from New Caledonia. The 

most non-traditional feature of the house is the roofing, a clay type of tile. The last hurricane had 

torn out a few of the roofing tiles, creating a few holes in the roof, which Tauiliili explained he 

planned to get fixed soon. 

 

 

A hundred feet to the rear is Tauiliili Pemerika’s residential house (fale tōfā), consisting of a 

large open rectangular front section that has only posts, no walls, and an enclosed rear extension 

with a small kitchen, bathroom, and two bedrooms. This is where Tauiliili stays when he comes to 

the village. His regular place of residence is in Tutuila where his wife and immediate family also 

live. His younger brother and sister also live in Salamumu, both also holding titles in the village, 

but Tauiliili holds the highest ranking title, and any important decisions in the village require his 

Figure 9:  
Tauiliili Pemerika, a key 
informant of the Salamumu 
case study, sitting 
informally at the edge of his 
maota Samau’u in 
Salamumu Village. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 10: 
Exterior view of Samau’u. 
Most aspects of the 
structure are traditional, 
with the exception of the 
ceramic tile roofing 
shingles, the cement 
paepae, and the extended 
eaves (fa’atautau). 
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presence. He had just arrived a couple of days before for his presence was needed at a court hearing 

for the whole village as the defendant for the case of forcefully removing a family for practicing 

their own sect of Christianity in the village, as opposed to attending the one Methodist church in 

the village. Salamumu’s particular tradition only allows Methodism to be established in the village. 

Volcanic Eruption of Mount Matavanu in Savai’i 
In 1905, Western Sāmoa’s fifth year as an official colony of Germany, Mount Matavanu in 

the central part of Savai’i Island began a slow volcanic eruption sending slow moving molten rivers 

of lava down its northern clops towards the coastal villages of Saleaula, Samalaeulu, and Mauga. 

The village of Mauga was built on a volcanic rim of another dormant volcano and the molten lava 

flowed around its rim, but did not enter the village. The peoples of Saleaula and Samalaeulu, 

however, had to vacate their villages and relocate. The people interpreted the volcanic eruption that 

covered their village in lava to be God’s punishment for the sinful ways they had developed; for 

example, many people were not keeping the Sabbath holy, or attending church. Over the next six 

years, the volcano sent a slow flowing river of molten lava down the high mountain’s northern 

slope, which would cover the villages of Saleaula and Samalaeulu on its path to the sea.23  

However, the eruption was not a violent explosive one; rather it involved a slow moving 

molten mass of lava rock flowing from the crater down the sides of the mountain. This gave the 

villages in its path enough time to evacuate, to pack all their belongings. and even to unlash some 

of their traditional Sāmoan fale and take them with them. The ability to take their houses with 

them seems salient from more than just an economic point of view. It enabled villages to take a 

significant material aspect of the place they call home with them, which would help them to re-

establish themselves, reconstructing their dwelling spaces in a new location, or place. With the 

more recently adopted forms of architecture using cement, steel, sawn lumber and nails, this 

portability of structures would not have been possible. 

Saleaula people had two locations to choose from to re-establish their village: one was in 

Anoama’a district on the north-eastern coast of Upolu near the village of Lufilufi; the other one 

was a section of land in the long stretch between Lefaga and Sanaapu on Upolu’s southern coast, 

an area called Salamumu, ‘the murmuring of the prisoners’.24 Lufi Pulisi, a high ranking orator of 

                                     
23 A third village, Mauga escaped the lava because its houses are built on the raised circular rim of a small extinct bowl 
shaped volcanic crater, which forms the village malae in the centre. 
24 Oral traditions record the origin of this name stemming from a great Sāmoan war chief, Toleafoa, who kept 
prisoners of war penned up in this area. Another great war chief, Su’afaga challenged him in battle with the decree that 
if he wins, Toleafoa must set free his prisoners. Su’afaga won the battle, and Toleafoa set free his prisoners, but 
apparently they had nowhere to go, and so one could hear them murmuring. 
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Saleaula with great genealogical knowledge led the community to the decision to choose the land 

between Sanaapu and Lefaga, as he found the number of important genealogical ties between 

Saleaula and each of these two other villages to be stronger than ties to the villages in Anoama’a. 

Thus, the new village of Salamumu (i.e. Saleaula transplanted) was established in 1909.25  

Salamumu - Reproducing Saleaula’s Social Structure and Physical Layout 

Salamumu’s layout and political structure exactly replicate that of Saleaula. Salamumu is not 

a village settlement that grew or branched out of Saleaula as part of the processes of reproduction 

and divisions previously described. Rather, it is a community that simply had to transplant itself. 

In doing so the community replicated its political structure and its spatial articulation in the village 

layout. Here, is a demonstrated case of a community that has transposed its way of structuring 

space in one place to a new place. Learning the political structure and spatial layout of Salamumu 

is the same then as learning the history of Saleaula. There are four village subsections, each 

conceptualized as signifying a different function or role within a military endeavour, as reflected in 

the name of each subsection (e.g. ‘Advance Guard,’ ‘Control Centre’, ‘Support Prayer Group’, 

etc).  
Figure 11: Saleaula’s (Salamumu’s) Four Fuaiala (sub-sections) with corresponding ali’i and tulāfale titles. 

Village Sub-Section  High Chief  Orator Chief 
 FUAIALA   ALI’I   TULĀFALE 

1. Salapulou   Tautaiolefue  Laufou 
        Fa’aso’o 
2. Tapua’i   Fepulea’i  Aufa’i 
     Toia le Vao  Va’a  
3. Le Pule    Vou   Levao 
     Sepule   Lofipo 
4. Vae o le Ala                 Tauiliili   Matu’a, 
      U’a 
  Usoali’i (Sub-chiefs of Tauiliili):  
  Mata’afa, Tui Ali’i, Pa Tu, Saofia 

    
The theme of a complementary autonomy and interdependency is thereby reflected in the 

relationship between the village subsections. These divisions are spatially laid out in a linear plan 

parallel to the shore. Each subsection (fuaiala, literally measurements along the path) has a 

complementary pairing of a top ranking ali’i and tulāfale (in feagaiga relationship to each other), a 

maota (high chief’s guesthouse) and a malae (ceremonial space/ground) section in front of the 

guesthouse. The metaphor of a military endeavour, which is pre-colonial, provides the means by 

                                     
25 Samaleaulu village was re-established in the northern shore of Upolu as the village of Auva’a (‘Boat Crew’)  
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which a unity of the village may be composed together with divisions, as unity and division of 

roles  

The village as a whole is also linked to larger socio-political structures of the country 

through a connection to the national title of Malietoa. Two brothers went bearing gifts to visit 

Malietoa Savea (the first Malietoa which began after the Sāmoan expulsion of the Tongans in 

around 1250 A.D.) in his village of Malie in Upolu. Malietoa asked Lilo what the brothers wanted, 

and Lilo (an ambassador of Malietoa) replied, “They want part of the kingdom”. There was only 

one part of the kingdom left for Malietoa to give them, and it was called Pule, and this is what he 

gave the two brothers. They divided the Pule to Le Aula and to Le Tufuga.  

Within the story of Saleaula’s original establishment comes an understanding of a complete 

ground plan of the geopolitical structure of Savai’i Island, of which Saleaula is an essential 

political component. Originally this Pule was split in two and called Pule Lua Salafai. Le Aula re-

split his pule between Safotu and to Asau. Tufuga re-split his title to the villages of Palauli and 

Sapatea. Through these divisions the Island of Savaii gained six divisions,  thus the alternate name 

of Savaii, Pule Ono (‘Six Authorities’).  

This particular political structure in Savai’i stands autonomous to the ‘Fale-o-Safune’ or 

Fale-o-Tagaloa’ described in the case study of Sili; that is, they are two separate but overlapping 

structures involving different villages and districts of the island. This point reveals how the super-

structures of Sāmoan political organization are layered over the same land, with individual villages 

finding identity through linkages at different layers. Those super-structures are mainly symbolic, 

though also significantly social and political, yet they override the political autonomy of each 

individual village. The history also reveals the common Sāmoan theme of historically constructing 

political precedence through temporal order wherein the first thing (title, family, etc) established at 

a specific location holds higher symbolic power and rank in the hierarchy.26 

The narrative reveals that originally there were only two village subsections, Salapulou, 

headed by Tautaiolefue, and Le Pule, headed by Tauiliili. Today these names are the top two 

ranking ali’i titles of the nu’u, signified by their seats at the high-ranking matuātala posts (central 

posts of the curved ends) of the meetinghouse. Tauiliili explained that the titles of Fepulea’i and 

Toia le Vao were introduced into the village through chiefly marriage to female ancestors of the 

                                     
26 This means of establishing political precedence through temporal order is a well known theme of Western Polynesia, 
also illustrated in Solo o le Vā wherein Tagaloaalagi created the eastern islands of Manu’a first, - the explanation for 
why the Tu’i Manu’a holds higher rank and symbolic status than any other Sāmoan title, even if the land over which he 
holds power is smaller.  
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Tautai o Le Fue line. The fuaiala of Tapua’i was then established for them to govern and fulfill the 

tapua’i role.27 Fepulea’i and Toia le Vao receive the honorific of Ma’opu o le Tautaiolefue. The 

term ma’opu is similar in meaning to tamasā, (sacred child), referring to a line of genealogical 

descent from an ancestral sister of an ancestral male from which the matai name originates28, 

which corresponds to the explanation of how the titles were introduced through chiefly marriage to 

females of Tautaiolefue. 

Similarly, Vou and Sepule were added ali’i titles to the nu’u, which occurred when an 

outside chief married a daughter of Tauiliili. At that time Tauiliili was the head of Le Pule and Vae 

o le Ala was not yet established. Sometime after this marriage, Tauilili established the new 

pitonu’u of Vae o le Ala where he established himself while assigning Vou and Sepule to govern 

Le Pule, his previous domain. Like Fepulea’i and Toia le Vao in Tapua’i, Vou and Sepule signify 

a tamasā (or tamafafine) status in a fegaigaga relation to Tauiliili and the village section of Vae o 

le Ala. Under Tauiliili in the Vae o le Ala section are four sub-chiefs (usoali’i): Mata’afa, Tui 

Ali’i, Pa Tu, and Saofia. Thus, the political order incorporates a signification of events that lead to 

important relationships and connections, which in turn are structuralized in the political 

organization. History thereby becomes political order. 

Salamumu’s (Saleaula’s) political structure is embodied as spatial structure when the village 

meets in council in the meetinghouse. Ma’opu ali’i (tamasā) Vou and Sepule all sit at various 

poupepe (posts of the tala on each side of the matuātala) flanking Tauiliili, who sits at the post of 

the matuātala (central end post of the round end). Likewise, the designated posts of Fepulea’i and 

Toia le Vao are the poupepe at the other end flanking Tautai o le Fue at the house’s other 

matuātala. At the three central orator posts sit Laufou, Matua and U’a, the orator chiefs speaking 

for Tautai o le Fue and Tauilili. In summation, all these political and spatial structures of Saleaula 

are duplicated in the construction of a village layout and political structure of Salamumu.  

Re-Establishing Place – The Return to Saleaula 

The transplanting of Saleaula to Upolu, where it became the village of Salamumu, raises 

important questions about the conceptualisation of and relationships between space and place in 

society. To conceptualise the situation, take for example the space inside a tent. That space, in its 

                                     
27 Tapua’i is an important Sāmoan tradition; value and belief still practiced today discussed more in Chapter IV. 
28 The significance of the tamasā lines as a discrete genealogical category have diminished in recent years as their 
members receive matai titles of the descent group as often as members of the male lines, thereby blurring the 
distinctions. An informant explained to me that the tamasā category as long as its members restrain from taking titles 
directly; through this restraint they hold the sacred power of veto on choice of candidates as part of their feagaiga 
relationship.  
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particular dimensions, remains the same when that tent is moved from one place to a different 

place. The meanings associated to those different parts of the tent’s space may also be reproduced 

in that tent from place to place. Thus, the space of the tent remains the same, but the place of the 

tent changes, and one perceives this change of place when one exits the tent.29  

This same logic suggests how the people of Saleaula went to great efforts to produce (or 

reproduce) the space of Saleaula and its internal political organization in Salamumu in several 

ways: through the re-creation of the village layout, through the house posts the titled chiefs sat 

during their meetings, and through the order in which the ‘ava was/is served in village ‘ava 

ceremonies. In this manner the social and spatial dimensions of Saleaula’s structure was replicated 

in the creation of Salamumu. However, what was not reproducible or transposable was Saleaula as 

a place. In other words, Salamumu could never be Saleaula because it was at a different location.  

At its original location in Savai’i Saleaula had a place within Sāmoa’s geopolitical structure 

through the particular relationship with other villages of the district, and it is this place that could 

not be transferred or reproduced at the new location. And while Sāmoa is a place where everyone 

has a place in the structure, it is not possible to arbitrarily create new places that do not pre-exist. 

This puts Salamumu in the delicate position of not fully able to become a place of its own separate 

from Saleauala in the Sāmoan framework. 

 Space, like aganu’u, is thus replicable at different locations. Place is not replicable or 

moveable, even when houses from the original site are moved. Spatial production is only a part of 

creating place, a part that can be reproduced at different locations. Places are imbued with larger 

and deeper sets of meanings ascribed to a myriad of physical aspects of a particular environment 

and topography at a particular spot on the earth that can never be replicated at a different location.  

In 1916, only seven years after the establishment of Salamumu, chiefs of the other villages 

of the district in Savai’i of which Saleaula was/is a part made a call for the chiefs and people of 

Saleaula to return to the district in Savai’i to re-establish the village of Saleaula. Tauiliili explained 

the other villages of the district needed Saleaula to return because without their presence the 

district was incomplete; Saleaula held the position as matua (the elder or parent) position in the 

district, and decisions could not be made and actions not taken without Saleaula’s chiefs sitting in 

the district council meetings. Saleaula’s place within larger structures than itself could not be 

                                     
29 The premise of this argument is aligned to the understandings that space is always socially produced (Lefebvre 
1991), and is not a pre-given ‘blank slate’ in which meaningful place is created. Furthermore, as per the 
phenomenological axiom demonstrated previously, place precedes space, because one must be in a place before one 
can perceive or describe space (Casey 1996).    
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transplanted and reproduced in Upolu. Over the next three years, most of Salamumu returned to 

Savai’i to re-establish the village of Saleaula at its original site, now covered in a six feet thick 

layer of still warm lava rock, including the entire village subsection of Tautai o le Fue, as well as 

all the church members of the Congregational and Catholic denominations.  

Tauiliili Pemerika’s grandfather, the previous holder of Tauilili title, was the leader of a 

section of the community that chose to remain in Salamumu. This group included his immediate 

and extended family and the congregation of Saleaula’s Methodist Church, which he had helped to 

found in Saleaula. This is why Salamumu feels so strongly about allowing only the Methodist 

church in their village; it is core to their identity as a community, and distinguishes them from 

Saleaula, which is open to all denominations.  

Tauiliili’s grandfather did not wish to return to Saleaula because he did not want to abandon 

the new village and place they had worked hard to create at this beautiful location. The soils were 

fertile and well planted with crops, the clear lagoon teaming with fish. Back in Saleaula a six foot 

thick layer of still warm lava covered their lands and filled their lagoon. The large Pacific swells 

crashed directly against the lava cliffs. He thought they should not give up Salamumu, even though 

it could never be a complete place like that of other villages of Sāmoa, since as the proverb goes, 

“O Sāmoa ua uma ona tofi” (‘Sāmoa is a place where all positions have been allocated’). As such, 

all the titles of Salamumu are those of Saleaula, and Salamumu matai must attend council 

meetings in Saleaula regarding any major village political decisions. However, matai in each 

respective settlement may meet in their own councils to discuss matters only pertaining to that 

specific land, its infrastructure and resources.  

The Struggle to Continue Salamumu as a Place 

Tauiliili’s grandfather fell ill and died in Salamumu in 1918 during the great Spanish 

influenza epidemic that swept through the Sāmoan islands killing over twenty percent of its 

population in several weeks that year, but the community in Salamumu continued. His son, 

Pemerika’s father, became a Methodist minister, and was working as a minister in Tutuila when 

his son Pemerika was born in 1935. When Pemerika was a baby his father and mother brought him 

to Salamumu to be raised by his father’s eldest sister, Si’ilima. Pemerika’s father wanted his son to 

grow up in Salamumu to be groomed to succeed to the title. His own work as a Methodist minister 

prevented him from the position, or from even living in the village, as Methodist ministers are re-

assigned to a new village every seven years, and never their home village. A church rule does not 

allow church ministers to also be active matai – these are separate and complementary positions.  
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An estimated 400-500 hundred people lived in the Salamumu in the late 1930s early 1940s 

and Salamumu Uta came into existence after World War II, when the United States marines in 

Sāmoa built the road (o le auala malini). The Government census counts only 358 people living in 

Salamumu in 2001. The majority (299) were then living in houses they had built inland near the 

round-island road in what is called Salamumu Uta (the inland part of the village). Only 59 were 

living at the original settlement near the sea.30 

Fifteen years previously many large well-built Sāmoan houses lined the white sand beach. 

Now, the only some rocky paepae foundations overgrown with weeds are left from many of the 

previous structures. Despite the fact that Sāmoa’s population continues to rise, Salamumu, which 

was already a relatively small village, is experiencing depopulation. This is part due to the 

processes of urbanization in Samoa whereby the greater Apia urban area, as the major commercial, 

educational, governmental centre, continues to draws new residents from more rural areas. 

However, the population of many Sāmoa’s rural villages, including Salamumu’s parent village of 

Saleaula, also continue to rise, though at a slower rate than the Apia area. In 2001, Saleaula’s 

population 609 people, twice that of Salamumu, despite both its greater distance from Apia and the 

imposition that its hard lava fields place on growing of crops and fishing. This population 

difference may signify the power of place. Pemerika succeeded to the Tauiliili title in 1971, 50 

years after the last family member to hold the title, his grandfather, had passed away.31  

In his position as the village high chief, Tauiliili Pemerika inherited the position as well as 

the wishes of his grandfather, that is, to lead the community in Salamumu to sustain and perpetuate 

itself and its identity into the future. He had hoped that rebuilding the guesthouse of Samau’u in 

1985 would inspire people to remain in the village. At the time of this research he was also looking 

into developing small-scale tourism, building Sāmoan houses for tourists to stay at near the beach, 

a development that would be owned and run by the village. In some respects Salamumu may 

appear as a place in its own right, it is not really, because its identity and structure remain 

completely tied to Saleaula in Savai’i. 

Particular beliefs regarding place, identity and spiritual powers within the Sāmoan cultural 

context are further illustrated in the lava fields of Saleaula at a site called ‘Virgin’s Grave.’ This is 

a grave of a taupou (titled ceremonial virgin maiden) from before the time the six-foot wall of 

molten lava flowed over the village. The lava flowed and swirled around the taupou’s grave 

                                     
30 In contrast, Sili’s population has increased; the 2001 census was 885 in 2001. 
31Two people had held the Tauiliili title. According to a court decision under the German administration , no one new 
could succeed to the title until the second holder passed away  
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without covering it. Today, one can walk over the lava field and look down into the hole to see the 

entire grave untouched by the lava. It is stated that the spiritual power of the taupou protected the 

grave and forced the lava to swirl around it without covering it. 

Near the site in a small depression within the lava field is a family household, their small 

faleo’o structures built directly on the lava, away from any piped water facilities. When asked why 

they live on the lava where it is very hot with no large trees for shade or areas to grow their crops, 

they replied it was because of the taupou’s grave. They reside there to maintain their claim to the 

taupou title, a claim that was under dispute in the Lands and Title Court. Maintaining their 

residency substantiates their claim. If the lava had covered the grave, then its place in the 

landscape would have been lost. The fact that the lava flowed around it added prestige and 

mystical power to the title, making it even more desirable to be connected to it. The family’s 

residence and identity are tied to the taupou’s grave. The same cultural logic that motivates that 

family household to live on the lava near the grave underlies why the majority of Saleaula’s people 

returned to Savai’i to re-establish the village amidst the still not solid lava fields in 1919. They 

wished to maintain the residency of the village on the ancestral lands and to maintain the political 

relationships with the other political units of the district. 

Tauiliili Pemerika emphasized that the people of Salamumu and Saleaula remain as one 

people and one village even if they have two locations, one in Savai’i, the other in Upolu, and 

important decisions of either village community, such as the bestowal of high ranking village titles 

requires the people of both to come together. In Savai’i the village of Saleaula is regarded as the 

‘matua’ (‘respected elder’) of the district, which gives it more political power in its locality than 

Salamumu has in its own district on Upolu. In fact, Salamumu remains politically part of Savai’i 

and its powerful orator group of Pule, rather than becoming part of Upolu’s orator group of 

Tumua, and is respectively addressed as representing Pule from Savai’i when it attends chiefly 

functions and meetings in Upolu. Salamumu clearly does not hold the position of a pitonu’u, (a 

section of a village in the process of becoming its own village). It demonstrates a conceptual 

difference between place and space, and the challenges of their replication within the Sāmoan 

cultural and socio-political context.  

Chapter Conclusion: Architecture as Place and Space Making 

A Sāmoan creation myth and two village oral traditions have been examined to gain insights 

about core processes that define the cultural construction of place and its corollaries of space and 

time in Sāmoa. That cultural construction and the meanings it produces includes place in the order 
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of the cosmos, place in political structure and society, place in history and place in landscape. 

Ultimately, the idea of place is constitutive of identities made of affective relationships that have 

spatial, temporal and genealogical dimensions encompassed in the Sāmoan concept of vā. Place, 

as expressed in the Sāmoan nu’u presents involves an emplacement of geographic, social and 

temporal vā, from which identity of both place and people are drawn.  

These understandings were developed to understand ‘place making’ in Sāmoan society, at 

the more general level, though the same concepts and principles are applicable when it comes to 

architecture, and the construction of buildings as ‘places’ in the landscape. Furthermore, it was 

shown that Sāmoan oral traditions do not neglect the signification of these meanings in 

architecture, as the traditions (as described in the discussion of Solo o le Vā) make direct 

references to the design and construction of physical dwellings and meetinghouses and ceremonial 

grounds (i.e. malae).  

A salient theme revealed in the discussion of Sāmoan oral traditions is the connection, 

movement and exchange between the world of people in the lalolagi (‘under the heavens’, i.e. 

earth) and entities and divinities of the lagi (heavens) above. That theme is expressed in the 

tradition of the ‘Āiga Sā Lemalama (meaning ‘Descendents of Light/Understanding’) the house 

and boat building guilds of Sāmoa, whose members draw descent, as progeny of the Progenitor 

God of Sāmoan mythology, Tagaloaalagi.  

Over time, this guild developed a number of branches, each with its own name, and 

associated with different regions of Sāmoa and with different chiefdoms. Their fame in boat and 

house building extended beyond Sāmoa became to the neighbouring islands of Tonga and Fiji, 

where there is a history of paramount chiefs commissioning members of the ‘Āiga Sā Le Malama 

to build either boats or houses for them.32 The same types of exchanges between the lagi and the 

lalolagi through which divine authorities in the form of titles descend to society as part of the 

construction of socio-political order was also seen in the village oral traditions, for example, the 

case of the Le Tagaloa title in Savai’i with accompanying Fale-o-le-Tagaloa and the Taulauniu.  

Contemporary Sāmoans are engaged in constructing village place and identity as parts of a 

larger framework, defined geographically as the Sāmoan archipelago and culturally by the 

fa’asāmoa, within an increasingly globalizing world. The chapter has shown that one aspect of 

Sāmoan construction of place is constituted through ongoing reconstructions of the past through 

                                     
32 By 200 A.D. (Sogi 2006) several clans (e.g., Jafau, Lemaki, Leha) associated with Tongan or Fijian elites 
commissions of Sāmoan matuaofaiva had become established in the Lau Islands of Fiji (See Tuimaleali’ifano 1990:35-
41; Thompson 1940:34). 
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the oral traditions or recitations of the fa’alupega, ceremonial greetings at Sāmoan ceremonies. 

Sāmoan village oral traditions help define and locate village as unique places, of which the built 

environment is a part, linked to and defined by the larger Sāmoan landscape and society that 

situates them. As such, Sāmoan knowledge of their village oral traditions remains operative today 

as an issue of both identity and power in village contexts. Ancient events and the relationships 

historically formed through them explain the origin of a village’s constituent matai titles and their 

rankings, relationships between descent groups, and unique features of the village landscape. 

The examination of several Sāmoan oral traditions of place construction has been useful 

fodder for discussions about the anthropological treatment of place, space and time, and landscape, 

as well as relationships between history and structure as culturally embedded concepts. Each 

Sāmoan village defines a place with an autonomous and unique identity within a larger 

encompassing framework. That identity is in part developed through its unique set of relationships 

to the larger socio-political structure and landscape that makes up the Sāmoan Islands. Those 

relationships are defined through the Sāmoan term vā, the conceptual space between that both 

separates and binds entities or places. The oral traditions have shown how place and space are both 

integrally related and yet distinctively different. The concept of place is found in the identity given 

to specific entities of the physical, social, spiritual and cosmological world. The concept of vā is 

found in the linkages between them, linkages that stand also paramount within the identity of the 

place.  

These same principles as applied to the identity of a Sāmoan village are applicable in other 

arenas as well. For example, a traditional Sāmoan concept of personhood views the individual as 

composed of multiple autonomous parts, a point that Shore (1982:133) also found reflected in the 

myth of Solo o le Vā, in a section in which humans are created. He states, “Creation constitutes 

both the generation of … parts and also a linking together of the parts into proper relations with 

each other” (Shore 1982:132). In homologous fashion, in the communal structure of Sāmoan 

society, each individual person’s identity is integrally bound with his or her role(s) and position as 

a member of various groups, with the extended family being and descent group being the primary 

one. As one moves from group to group, the identity of the person changes as different parts of 

their own identity are activated in relationship to the social context they enter. Social identity is 

thereby flexible and contextually dependent. The emphasis is on people adapting themselves to the 

needed roles in any situation.  
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The same ideas about space and place are applicable to Sāmoan architecture, as an issue of 

placing and joining timbers in specific ways in relationship to other timbers in the production of 

space, which is, by definition of vā, always perceivable as the relations between the parts. In the 

legend of the first house designed by humans arranging themselves to form its structure, the idea 

of the many parts, each with its own autonomy is conveyed. Later, many parts of the house, 

including the scaffolding built temporarily for the construction, are each named after the individual 

ancestor of the building guilds, who invented that particular part (Buck 1930:83). The sennit (‘afa) 

is named after Mata’afa; the la’au matua, after Tagaloa-matua (‘Tagaloa, the eldest’); the collar 

beams (so’a) named after its inventor, So’a-fa, and so forth. The art of spatial production, that is 

architecture, is thereby recognized as a collective effort and genius, and the individual actors that 

created the structure are commemorated in the individual parts of the structure.  

The theorization of place and space in Sāmoa through the examination of Sāmoan oral 

traditions as they relate to Sāmoan architecture has resulted in a somewhat differing analysis and 

perspective than developed by Allen in which she states:  

Sāmoan architectural space is influenced by an underlying organization of 
independent modules, defined by boundaries which differentiate between 
the interior and the exterior. This structure provides the external 
framework for Sāmoan society as well as its buildings. … Buildings, 
through their construction process, physical form, and decoration, reflect a 
pattern of fixed boundaries and autonomous spaces, which delimits social 
organization (Allen 1993:321). 
 

One important difference in the current study’s analysis stems from both an appreciation for 

the conceptual difference and relationship between a concept of place and space within Sāmoa. 

The Sāmoan concept of space as vā (the between-ness) is incongruent with Allen’s suggestion of 

‘autonomous spaces.’ Here, perhaps the word ‘places’, which is absent from Allen’s work, 

substituted where Allen writes‘spaces’ would help remedy this issue. A second area of difference 

is in the conceptualization and description of boundaries. The idea of ‘fixed boundaries’ and 

‘boundaries which differentiate between interior and exterior’ also needs to be considered where 

buildings have no walls, and village grounds and boundaries between households also typically 

lack any walls or fences.  

As the next chapter elaborates, boundaries emerge from the vā (relationship) between 

entities; they are not constructed (conceptually) or physically prior to an understanding of that 

relationship. Walls that block the experience of vā through the visual sense are not conducive 
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towards understanding how the vā works to help constitute the relationship as well as the 

boundaries involved in it. This point becomes increasingly important as the study progressed. 

Examining place at the scale of both country and village in this chapter has provided context 

for more detailed examinations of Sāmoan village architecture in relation to cultural conceptions, 

values and practices. The mythological conception of Sāmoa as a place gives the necessary context 

in which to place the local village oral traditions. The narratives about ‘the past’ collected in the 

present give perspective on how Sāmoans use their oral traditions to ‘construct’ and experience 

their villages as unique places in the Sāmoan landscape. Each Sāmoan village oral tradition 

describing its founding and political development helps link it as a place within the larger super-

structure of Sāmoa. This placement is the reason those oral traditions are more often referenced 

within living Sāmoan culture than the story of creation, as described in Solo o le Vā. In this way, 

potential conflicts with Bible based stories are also avoided. The theorization of place, space and 

cultural landscape within the Sāmoan context sets an important first layer of understanding to the 

current study. In examining the cultural construction of place in relation to Sāmoan concepts of 

space and time, with, which history and landscape, and political order are all bound, 

understandings about important aspects of a traditional Sāmoan worldview have been gained. That 

worldview and how the specific ways that it is expressed and concretized in the built forms and 

spaces of Sāmoan villages is the subject of the next chapter.  
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IV 
 

SUBSTANCE AND ORDER 
‘A’ANO MA LAGIMALIE  

 
 As previously described, the current study’s theoretical framework can be conceived as a 

conversation. Different theoretical perspectives enter that conversation at different junctures, 

deepening the analysis of the ethnographic material, in many cases through convergences found 

between theoretical angles. Chapter III develop understandings about Sāmoan concepts of place 

and space as part of a cultural worldview. Chapter IV extends these understandings about a 

traditional Sāmoan worldview; a worldview that is both shaped by, and concretized in, the 

traditional built environments and spaces of Sāmoan villages.  

The concept of worldview is a large and all encompassing one, representing “fundamental 

conceptions of the world [that] ramify into all other thoughts and feelings about the world, … 

which directly influence how people behave in the world” (Rapport and Overing 2000:395). An 

important key used in this chapter to ‘open the window’ to represent a Sāmoan worldview is 

derived through the examination of language. This point helps explain the incorporation of such 

key Sāmoan terms as fale, fanau, fanua, anoafale, vā, mata, and tā. 

Social anthropologists learn the languages of the people with whom they work, not only to 

ask questions and understand the answers given, but also to learn about the prevailing cultural 

worldview of those people who form the subject of study. With an interest in identifying Sāmoan 

values, concepts and action in relation to buildings (mainly family houses built on traditional 

communal land), particular attention was paid in the current study to the physical use of fale as 

well as how fale came up in conversation. From this long term fieldwork emerged an 

understandings about the intricacies of how fale are socially and culturally important from both a 

conceptual as well as physical standpoint in Sāmoan cultural and social life.  

In examining all the associated cultural meanings of fale, I identified two major cultural 

meaning domains, which will be called Substance (‘A’ano) and Order (Lagimalie), which 

constitute the two major sections of the chapter. These two domains of meaning help locate fale 

within a broader cultural worldview that includes Sāmoan understandings about land, food, 

descent groups, chieftain titles, geographic and temporal space and boundaries, and the inter-
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relationships of all these aspects. That worldview is most congruent in the habitus of villages 

where the cultural worldview and traditions developed in the first place. 

Substance and Order are not separate cultural domains; rather they represent two inseparable 

layers of linked cultural associations. The meanings of fale are found in the nexus of the 

intersection of these two domains. As an issue of substance, the house is integral to Sāmoan social 

and material reproduction. As an issue of ‘order’ houses articulate cultural ideas for constituting 

and organizing space and time, with the concomitant ongoing production and negotiation of 

boundaries. As an issue of substance and of order houses are constitutive of identity and social 

group formation.  

Conceptual Metaphors and Worldview 

An important method used to develop understandings about a Sāmoan worldview grew out of 

Lakoff and Johnson’s seminal discussion of how conceptual metaphors inform worldview ways of 

being-in-the-world:  

We have found … that metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in 
language, but also in thought and action. Our ordinary conceptual system, 
in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in 
nature (Lakoff and Johnson 1980:3). 

Linguists Lakoff and Johnson (1980; reprint 2003) demonstrated how underlying everyday 

conceptual metaphors are built into ways of thinking about and modelling experiences of the 

world, that is, how they are constitutive of worldviews. For example, one of those everyday 

metaphors in English is ‘space is a container’; space here is defined by its boundaries, and can be 

filled up or possessed. This conceptual metaphor allows English-speaking people to talk about 

“needing more space for themselves” or say things like “do not enter my space”. This container 

metaphor of space, which has a Newtonian foundation, is then extended to the more abstract 

concept of time. This ‘time = space’ metaphor is expressed in ‘it happened a long time ago’ or 

‘there is only a short time left’, or the schedule is ‘filled up’. 

 Through these metaphors time and space are made quantifiable and linear dimensions of life. 

These types of English metaphors are not translatable into Sāmoan because the Sāmoan language 

does not share these same conceptual metaphors. The Sāmoan language does not facilitate thinking 

about space and time in terms of containers. For example, it is not possible to translate ‘I need 

more space’ into Sāmoan because the Sāmoan word for space vā refers to the relational ‘between-

ness’ of things or people (i.e. relationship), and not to a quantifiable entity.  



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter IV: Substance and Order A’ano ma Lagimalie  
 

 107 

A key metaphor in Sāmoan culture is the metaphor of ‘house, or architecture, as society’. 

This metaphor is important evidence for House Society theory, a key theoretical component of the 

current study. This general metaphor is found in many cultures. Buildings as whole, or there of, are 

used metaphorically to express less tangible social things. For example, the United States has an 

upper and lower ‘house’ of Congress, and English speakers talk metaphorically about ‘hitting a 

stone wall in a relationship’, ‘windows of opportunity’ or ‘being put in corner’. The metaphors 

extend to the social sciences, with such terms as ‘social structure’ or ‘cultural form’.  

That House Society metaphors are found in many cultures highlights how architectural 

structures do more than symbolize social things; they help people to conceptualize their social 

groupings and relationships. However, when houses have no walls, no windows and no corners 

(such as in traditional Sāmoan built form), the architectural metaphors will be different and reflect 

a differing worldview. Metaphorical ways of conceptualizing time and space are also part of 

Sāmoan architectural concepts. 

Sāmoan House Metaphors  

Sāmoan proverbs also use fale metaphorically to talk about social things. For example, ‘Ua 

vaea i ulu fatuga’ (literally, ‘the roof rafters have been divided’), is used to express a fissure in a 

family, village or district that has divided the group into two equally strong parties (Schultz 

1980:31). ‘Fa’ae’e ia le ‘au’au, ‘ae tatou velo ‘aso i ai’ (‘place the ridge pole first, then we shall 

pass the battens’) is used in meetings as a polite way of saying, ‘let us give the general aim of the 

meeting, and then give forth our opinions’ (Shultz 1980:32). ‘O le malu i fale’ulu’ (The protection 

afforded by a house built of breadfruit wood) refers to a chief who is able to protect his family. ‘A 

gau le poutū, e le tali poulalo’ (When the middle post is broken, the side posts cannot withstand 

[the weight of the roof]) applies to the loss a family or village suffers by the death of a matai or an 

influential chief (Shultz 1980:33). The rich ethnographic and linguistic evidence therefore 

illustrates a conceptual linkage between the social and material reproduction of society, and locates 

fale as a strongly used metaphor or idiom to talk about and develop a concept of order and 

organization in Sāmoan society.  

Many examples exist in which the term fale is used to refer to socio political groupings, 

social positions, or even social actions. For example, many Sāmoan villages have the word fale in 

the village name denoting the concept of fale as a socio-political entity (e.g., Falefā, village on 

eastern end of Upolu has four (fā) traditional political sections). Furthermore, a political grouping 

of orator chiefs (tulāfale) may be called fale’upolu. Branches of a descent group that share a 
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common male ancestor (tama) but have different mothers (i.e. the different wives of the ancestral 

father) are called faletama, while divisions within an original single unified clan may be 

referenced as itū paepae (one side of the house foundation), or fua’ifale (a section of the house).1 

Wives of ali’i (high chiefs) and church ministers are called faletua (towards or in the rear of the 

house). The caretaker of a matai title is called matāfale (the eye of the house). An orator chief is 

called a tulāfale, which Sāmoa’s Head of State, His Highness Tui Atua (in Suaali’i-Sauni T. 

2008:95) explains originates from tulāgafale (the place the house stands). The term tulāfale 

thereby represents the “executive or temporal authority which stands between the mystical power 

of the ali’i … and the mortal desires of man” (Tamasese 2006:4). 

 Two types of social actions employ metaphorical use of the term fale: 1) incestuous relations 

are called mata-i-fale (the eye in the house); 2) the final climactic dance of an entertainment event 

is called taualuga (literally, ‘reaching to the top’), which is also the term for the uppermost top 

part of a fale. These examples illustrate metaphorical ways of using the term fale to describe socio-

political entities and the proverbial expressions highlight how fale may work as conceptual 

metaphors to help frame a Sāmoan cultural worldview.  

House Society, Point-Field and Tā-Vā Theory Perspectives  

As the work of the seminal and well-accepted linguists Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 2003) 

have demonstrated, linguistically embedded conceptual metaphors are windows into a society’s 

cultural worldview. Such conceptual metaphors structure the way people think about and perceive 

the world. The use of the house as a metaphor for society is also important to House Society theory 

(Blach 1995; Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995; Gibson 1995; Howell 1995; Janowski 1995; Joyce 

and Gillespie 2000; Mansfeld 2002). The chapter section on Substance discusses these metaphors 

plus many different Sāmoan cultural practices and ideas that support the view of traditional 

Sāmoan society up to the present time as a classic example of a ‘House Society’.  

The other theoretical perspectives drawn on, specifically, for the section on Order, are point-

field spatiality (Lehman and Herdrich 2002), and the General Tā-Vā (time-space) Theory of 

Reality (Māhina 2008a; 2008b; Ka’ili 2008), both sitting conjoined at the third post of the 

analytical framework. Point-field spatiality addresses the cognitive perception and construction of 

space as part of Sāmoan cultural epistemology, which contrasts with the common Western 
                                                
1 Itūpaepae signifies a maximal branch of a descent group now split each with its own “house”, but conceived as being a 
part of a joined “house” previously. Fua’i in fua’ifale refers to the act of separating, like a banana being pulled from a 
bunch. Using this term, as opposed to itūpaepae, stresses the separation and independence, rather than residual unity of 
the original descent group (Allen 1993:46).  
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conception of space as a ‘container’. This difference in spatial perception and construction affects 

the way social relationships are perceived and maintained and Sāmoan architectural design, layout 

and associated Sāmoan practices. Tā-Vā Theory extends the investigation of the social 

construction of space to the temporal dimension, while also asserting a number of tenets regarding 

the importance of the cultural arrangement of space and time for understanding the nature of 

conflict and harmony, form and function, and aesthetics from a cultural perspective. The section 

on order provides numerous ethnographic and linguistic examples from Sāmoan fieldwork that 

illustrate how ideas of both point-field and Tā-Vā Theory are applicable to the cultural analysis of 

Sāmoan built forms and space.  

Substance  ‘A’ano   

The word ‘substance’ in Sāmoan translates to ‘a’ano, a term which may also refer to flesh, 

kernel, gist, essence (or heart) of something (Milner 2003, 3). Fanua (land), fale (house) and 

fanau2 (children, to give birth) represent three overlapping spheres of meanings, associations and 

practices that belong to the domain of substance –’a’ano. Made of physical materials, a fale (a 

building) has substance –– substance that people inhabit, just as they also inhabit the substance of 

their physical bodies, which are tied to the substance of genealogical descent, as well as nurtured 

through the food as substance grown on the land (which itself also represents substance). The 

‘a’ano of people is their flesh, created and nurtured largely through the eating of mea’ai ‘a’ano 

(food of substance), which, in Sāmoan thought, consists of the starchy foods of taro, breadfruit, 

bananas, and yams grown on the land.  

The notion of ‘shared substance’ as identity and kinship forming is found in many different 

societies, including those of Oceania (Linnekin and Poyer 1990). The research in Oceania and 

many other societies suggests how kinship and identity are often entwined with ideas of nurturance 

or sharing of substance. This proactive element of kinship production makes Oceanic identities 

contingent rather than absolute –– identities that are in part achieved through social actions that 

construct and maintain essential social relationships. Howard articulates the theorem as:  

A person’s vital substance is transmitted genealogically, but is 
supplemented by the food from which one gains sustenance. Oceanic 
terms for kinship imply, in one way or another, notions of common 
substance, or derivation from the same roots. The fundamental conception 
is that kinsmen share substance through common ancestry, but substance 

                                                
2 Note, the term for people in Sāmoan is tagata. Fanau (which refers to children as well as the birth process) helps 
denote the necessary physical substantive process by which people and their descent groups are reproduced over time.  
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can also be shared by virtue of individual being fed or nurtured from the 
same source (Howard and Borofsky 1989:265). 

A Model for Viewing Sāmoan Substance  
Figure 12 illustrates the relationships between three different spheres of cultural meaning 

and their associated practices in Sāmoan culture. Those three spheres, fanua (land), fanau 

(children/birth) and fale (house/building) are represented as three intersecting spheres of substance. 

These spheres (of cultural meaning/life activities) intersect and overlap as many different cultural 

practices and beliefs connect them together and thereby bring about linked associations and 

connections of meaning. To understand the realm of substance in Sāmoan cultural thought, it is 

useful to consider Sāmoan ideas and associations connected with each of the three spheres and 

examine how these intersect in Sāmoan language and practice.  

Figure 12: Diagram showing the cultural meaning domain of ‘Substance’ (‘A’ano) in Sāmoan traditional 
culture consisting conceptualised as three overlapping spheres: 1) Fale; 2) Fanau; and  
3) Fanua.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

   

 

 

 

 

The conceptual schema presented here is one developed specifically for analytical purposes 

of the current study out of the ethnographic material collected in fieldwork in order to understand 

how houses fit into a cultural system of meaning and practices. The diagram does not represent a 
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addition to the Table 3.1, which lists Sāmoan terms and meanings within each sphere, offers a 

useful reference for the discussion that follows.  

The upcoming discussion of double meanings of single words and phonetic similarities 

between different words is not evidence of semantic relationships of those words. For example 

words like ‘āiga (family) and ‘aiga (feast), may be phonetically similar, but not necessarily 

semantically related. Phonetic similarity as indicative of associative linkages in meaning created 

through cultural practices and beliefs, underscored by proverbial expressions that express 

connections through metaphors, as well as the similarity of the words.  

The underlying linguistic theory of the analysis remains that of Lakoff and Johnson’s theory 

of conceptual metaphors. More recent developments in cognitive neuroscience has given new 

credence to Lakoff and Johnson’s theory, showing that embodied meaning is extended, “via 

imaginative mechanisms such as conceptual metaphor, metonymy, radial categories and various 

forms of conceptual blending” (Lakoff and Johnson 2002:245). In other words, ‘embodied realism’ 

occurs partially through language. It can be postulated that these conceptual metaphors are so 

enduring and powerful that they have affected the development of language in this way. The 

exegesis of these terms and their associative linkages by which the meanings and practices 

connected with houses, land and people become connected in Sāmoan culture follows. 

Three spheres of Substance  Fale (House), Fanau (children) and Fanua (land)  

Fale means house or more generally building, as Sāmoan has no distinctive term to refer to a 

structure used for residential purposes. Adding a descriptive adjective as a suffix to fale denotes 

the type of fale (e.g., faletalimālō - house to receive guests, falemeli ‘house mail’ (i.e. post office). 

The polite terms for fale are maota (in reference to structures associated with ali’i) and laoa (in 

reference to structures associated with tulāfale). Those two terms also reference the dualistic 

pattern within Sāmoan culture of having complementary paired relationships (e.g. orator chief/high 

chief, brother/sister, husband/wife, etc).  

The term fale may also be used as verb to mean “to dwell in” as if in a house” (Pratt 

1960:132). Doubling the term, falefale is another term for ‘placenta’, which Pratt (1960:134) 

writes derives from the term fale, based on “the native belief that the foetus was inside of it, syn. 

Fanua.” The idea is that the ultimate social identity of a person begins in the womb, where they 

gain substance and form (cf. Allen 1993:45). That meaning also directly speaks to and connects 

fale as substance to descent groups and to the land. 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter IV: Substance and Order A’ano ma Lagimalie  
 

 112 

As a noun, fanau is the common Sāmoan term for offspring.3 As a verb it refers to the act of 

giving birth. Fanau is used instead of tagata (people) in the conceptual schema to emphasize the 

reproductive and generative aspect of kinship. The verb fanau is a process of continuing genealogy 

and through the sharing of substance, such as land and the food produced on it, kinship is generated 

and reproduced. The closely associated concept of fanau is ‘āiga (kin groups). ‘Āiga are formed and 

reproduced largely through fanau, and by the principle of shared substance. That shared substance is 

first and foremost founded in genealogical ties, but becomes activated and confirmed through the 

sharing of food and residency.  

Fanua (or one of its cognates) is a pan-Polynesian word meaning both land and placenta. 

Sāmoan informants described the connection between fanua as land and fanua as placenta as “the 

fanua (placenta) in a woman nourishes the development and growth of the foetus in a similar way 

that fanua (land) nourishes the ‘āiga (family) through the food grown on it.” The food grown on the 

land that a pregnant woman eats helps to nourish the growing foetus through the placenta. In reply 

to the question of which fanua (the land or the placenta) came first in the cycle of life, an informant 

explained that the land (fanua) is primary.  

The placenta (fanua) is secondary because it is only a temporary form of fanua used to help 

the baby develop and be protected in the first stage of development. After the birth (fanau) it is the 

Sāmoan custom for the fanua (placenta) be returned to the fanua together with the pute (the cut 

umbilical cord) and they are typically buried near the residence, punctuating its value as ‘home’.4 

Thus, the ‘āiga are both ‘in and of the land’. The human relationship to the land is further 

underscored at death when the deceased is returned to the fanua through the burial, also typically 

near to or at the house site.  

Intersecting Houses, Land, and Reproduction (Fale, Fanua and Fanau) 

Fale (houses), fanua (land) and fanau (kinship production) are linked both though language 

and human practices and beliefs. At the intersection of people and land lie a number of terms with 

double meanings and associations that connect human reproduction with agricultural productivity. 

Sāmoans view the planting and harvesting of taro as primarily a male task. Taro, the most valued 

and culturally important food crop in Sāmoa, is planted by thrusting a large digging stick into the 

moist soil, rocking the stick back and forth a few times to make the space in the soil a little larger 

                                                
3 The polite chiefly term for children is alo, a term that also refers to the ‘abdomen’ and ‘front’, considered the 
‘smoother’ and more pleasant side of a person or thing.   
4 With the numbers of Sāmoan women giving birth in hospitals the practice of burying fanua in the  fanua is not as 
often practiced today.   
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and then inserting the taro stem stock. In about nine months the new taro is ready to harvest. The 

sexual symbolism of the digging stick and the planting procedure is expressed in the Sāmoan 

euphemism, ‘tōtō le tiapula’ (planting of the taro stock in the ground) to refer to the male role in sex 

(Shore 1982:228). The actual Sāmoan divisions of labour in agriculture help reinforce the embodied 

realism that links human reproduction and agricultural productivity in Sāmoan culture. The Sāmoan 

proverb, “Ia tupu i se fusi”, which means “May he/she grow in a swamp” –– a humble prayer that 

one’s child will thrive as does a taro in moist soil (Sutter 1971) –– further reinforces the linkage. 

The conceptual metaphors are also reinforced through the double meanings of words and the 

associations in meanings alluded to through phonetically related words. For example, tōtō means to 

cultivate, toto means blood, and the singular, tō means to be pregnant. Another term for blood, 

eleele also means red clayish soil (lau eleele is the earth’s surface). Soil of decomposed organic 

matter is called palapala, which is also a term for menstrual blood (not other types of blood).  

TABLE 1: Selected Sāmoan terms that fall into one of the three domains of land, people and buildings, 
some of which have multiple or metaphorical meanings that connect them to multiple domains. 

LAND    PEOPLE    BUILDINGS 

 
FANUA (land) 

 
FANAU (Children, birth) 
fanua (placenta) falefale 
 

 
FALE (building) 
 

eleele (red clayish soil) eleele (blood) toto anoafale 

lau eleele (ground)   

palapala (soil) 
pala (decompose) 

palapala (menstrual blood)   

tōtō (to plant, grow) tō (pregnant)  

mea’ai (food) 
‘aiga (meal, feast) 

 
 ‘āiga (family, kin) 

 

 fuaifale (maximal branches of a descent group) 
faletama (kinship term – descent group 
branches based on same father different 
mother.  

 

 fale’upolu 
tulāfale (orator chief) 

 

 faletua (wife of high chief  
or church minister) 

 

 matāfale – caretaker of a matai title 
mataifale – incest relations 

matāfale – gable or apex of 
the roof. 

 taualuga (final climactic dance)  taualuga (top part of the 
house) 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter IV: Substance and Order A’ano ma Lagimalie  
 

 114 

The result of agricultural productivity is food, which in Sāmoan is mea’ai (literally thing to 

eat). An important component of any traditional Sāmoan meal is the mea’a’ano (food of substance), 

which are the taro, breadfruit, bananas (if green) and yams. Other starchy foods, such as rice, bread, 

or pasta, other forms of imported starchy foods, do not count in Sāmoan thought as mea’a’ano. 

Mea’ai a’ano comes from the land, and is thought to satisfy and nurture, put flesh on one’s bones. 

The idiom ‘a’ano (substance) links people to their land (fanua) through mea’ai a’ano food that 

comes from it (see Table 1). 

Sāmoan burial practices determine that upon death people stay connected through proximity of 

their remains to not only the fanua but also the fale. A prominent physical feature of Sāmoan 

villages is the family graves, which are usually quite close to the houses.5 The idea of the land as a 

permanent place to reside is found in Sāmoan terms for graves – tu’ugamau (polite term – 

lāgomau). Tu’u is ‘put’ and mau, ‘to stick firmly.’ Older graves are made with rocks only, while 

newer ones usually have cement, and other modern materials. The graves of ancestral high-ranking 

paramount chiefs are usually marked by tia, large rock pyramids, and built on the malae, reflecting 

the importance of the title to the entire village (Figure 13).  

The graves of slightly lower ranking people are more often found in front of the family 

guesthouses that border the malae, while still lower ranking graves are found in front, beside or 

behind residential structures (Figure 14). In some cases, a grave occupies a front room of a 

Western European style house. A common practice, especially in American Sāmoa, are separate 

open or enclosed houses built around the graves, sometimes with chairs placed near them so 

people can sit and talk or commune with their ancestors. All these cultural practices and related 

principles are both contingent upon and part of the inalienability of Sāmoan customary land, which 

comprises 85% of independent Sāmoa’s land, and 95% of American Sāmoa’s land. It is difficult to 

sell land with ancestors buried in it.  

One day while sitting on the veranda in an enclosed Western style house in American Sāmoa, 

the hostess began introducing her various family members, while also gesturing with her arm their 

location. “My mother is behind you,” she said, pointing to her mother’s grave. The use of the 

present tense and the physical fact of a mother’s grave being located at the house amongst her 

living family struck a strong illustrates a difference from American culture where any kind of 

continued presence of deceased family members is mitigated by them being buried far away from 

                                                
5 Exceptions include cemeteries established by the colonial governments of Germany and New Zealand who tried to change 
Sāmoan burial practices and who also needed a place to bury foreigners.  



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter IV: Substance and Order A’ano ma Lagimalie  
 

 115 

the home and by a linguistic practice that also puts them at a temporal distance (i.e. in the past). 

They do not continue to ‘live’ in a sense among their living family members.  

.   

 

 

Figure 13: Tia pyramid marks grave 
of a important chief in Nu’uuli, 
American Sāmoa 
(photo by Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn) 

Figure 14: (top and 
bottom) Graves and their 
‘Houses’, Nu’uuli, 
American Sāmoa. (Photos 
by Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn). 
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The Sāmoan practice of liutofaga or ‘secondary burial’ also fulfils the felt need in Sāmoan 

custom for proximity between descendents and their ancestors.6 The practice involves recovering 

the bones of the dead from the gravesite for oiling and care before reburial, which may or may not 

be at a different location than the first burial. If the site is changed then some of the soil and rocks 

from the first gravesite will be transferred and the bones reburied only after oiling and being 

wrapped in tapa cloth.  

This practice in Sāmoa was observed on a visit to the home of one study participant. His 

home consisted of three houses and extended family in a south coast village of Vae’e in Upolu. In 

front of the household compound was an old fashioned grave made of volcanic rocks piled about 

four feet high. He explained that his grandfather had previously been buried at the original house 

site in the now abandoned Vae’e village settlement on the peninsula. The building of the road on 

the mainland several decades previously had motivated the entire community to rebuild their 

houses closer to the road. The previous year, the family had taken the important step to re-inter 

(liutofaga) their grandfather’s remains at the new house site so they could remain close to him, as 

is the Sāmoan practice. However, they chose to have his skeleton lie on a bed in the house with 

them for several months prior to the reburial, photos of which were enthusiastically shared (see 

Figure 15).7  

Two important points derive from Sāmoan burial practices: one, burial is not only about 

returning the dead to the land, but also about keeping them near the living descendents. Here again 

the house, land and people are drawn together in Sāmoan beliefs and practices. In a temporal sense 

they also remain as part of the present (at least in spirit). His Highness Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese 

(2006) has offered important cultural insights about these practices, stressing the metaphysical 

importance of residing together with one’s ancestors to allow a “dialogue between the living and 

the dead” to occur (Tamasese 2006:5-6). He explains the Sāmoan belief that this dialogue occurs 

while one (particularly a chief) sleeps (tōfā) in the practice of moe manatunatu. This act involves 

the transfer of the ancestor’s wisdom (tōfā) to the living to help the living chief to make important 

family decisions. 

 

                                                
6 Tamasese (2008) also states that a former Sāmoan practice in the liutofaga was to put some of the rocks and soil from 
the old gravesite in the central post hold of the new house being built.  
7 While liutofaga is a common practice, the keeping of the skeleton in the house as shown in the photos is not common.   
is unusual but not, but not entirely shocking. 
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To support this understanding Tamasese (2006:5-6) cites the Sāmoan expression, ‘sa na 

tolofia le tōfā poo le moe’, literally ‘no one should be allowed to intrude into the imminent or 

actual dialogue between the living and the dead.’ It is then no coincidence that tōfā and moe are 

the respective ali’i (chiefs) and tulāfale (orator chiefs) terms for both sleep and ‘received wisdom.’ 

Sāmoan practices and beliefs including burial of the fanua, pute and then later, the deceased on the 

fanua close (if not in) the fale (as well as the ritual of liutofaga), and the concepts of ‘moe 

Figure 15:  The remains of one of 
Naumati Vasa’s family ancestors was re-
interred from the old house site at the 
old village site of Vae’e on the peninsula 
to the new house site and village nearer 
to the road. The skeleton was kept in the 
house for several months with family 
members sleeping with it, as a means of 
re-establishing affective ties with the 
ancestor. (right) Naumati is working on 
building the stone tomb for the gravesite 
in front of the house. Some relatives 
argued for building it the modern way 
with cement, but Naumati insisted to 
build it with only the lava rock and no 
cement. [photos from Naumati Vasa]  
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manatunatu’ and the ‘sa na tolofia le tōfā poo le moe’, all clearly demonstrate the need to create 

continuity and connection between people, their ancestors, and their communal customary land.  

Anoafale 8 – ‘Life Force of Houses’ & House Society Perspective 

The term anoafale is found at the centre of the intersecting spheres (Figure 12) and is a key 

Sāmoan term for the current study and its analysis, not previously mentioned in other 

ethnographies. Anoafale combines the terms ‘a’ano (substance essence, gist, kernel), shortened to 

ano, and fale. Anoafale is located in the intersection or nexus of all three spheres of cultural 

meaning in the domain of Substance as illustrated in Figure. The concept along with fale also 

belongs to the meaning domain of ‘Order’ (See Figure 16). Anoafale can be interpreted as ‘the life 

essence of the house’; thereby referring not to its physical materials, but to the social ideals and 

purposes it is built to serve and embody (Tauiliili, Personal Communication, May 2005). This 

point holds interest for both House Society and materiality theory assisting the idea of a house 

being an objectification of social goals and ideas in that the real substance or essence of a house 

goes beyond its physical substance (material) to its true meaning, purpose and essence 

(immaterial).  

Tauiliili explained that anoafale is part of chiefly will and wisdom (tōfā) 9 that derives from 

the ancestral descent group founder. That tōfā is conceived as embodied in the ancestor’s name, 

which has become the descent group’s matai title. The title is bestowed on a living descent group 

member, who receives the ancestral tōfā. The anoafale is that part of the tōfā that relates to the 

ancestral guesthouse and its purpose with respect to perpetuating the corporate descent group 

through the ancestor’s name. Thus, within the anoafale lies the motivating purpose of bringing the 

house into being. He further explained that the anoafale is first delivered when, upon the decision 

to rebuild the family guesthouse, the sa’o (a descent group’s head matai), calls all the descent 

group members together (‘āigapotopoto) to discuss the decision to build. The anoafale embodies 

the corporate unity of the descent group that must be materialized into the guesthouse structure. As 

such, the anoafale may also be understood as a set of instructions about the purpose of the building 

project and the types of behaviour and conduct required to bring it into full and proper being.  
                                                
8 A common alternate spelling and pronunciation is anofale (no second ‘a’). The version used here was received from 
Tauiliili Pemerika as a specific local variant, which he believes is also more original, as explained to him by his elder 
relative. 
9 Tōfā is a form of chiefly wisdom received from the ancestor at the time of the matai name bestowal; the ancestor’s 
wisdom is transmitted together with the ancestor’s name. Tōfā has multiple associated meanings: 1. The far-reaching 
wisdom and shrewdness of a chief; 2. An opinion (of a chief); 3. Honorific word referring to a tulāfale (talking chief); 
4. A chiefly word for sleep; 5. A parting word, meaning goodbye (Milner 2003:271).  
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The anoafale is then referenced again as part of a speech made either by the chief or the 

church minister during the umusaga (house consecration ceremony). It is often said in those 

speeches, ‘the house is now built, but its anoafale has yet to be fulfilled.’ In this context the 

mention of the anoafale serves to remind the āiga of its corporate and collective life that must be 

continually reinforced to bring unity. The fulfilment of the anoafale through respect and 

compliance signifies the descent group’s corporate will to bring the structure as a named entity 

into full existence, a way of realizing a ‘way of being together.’ The anoafale concept clearly 

expresses a linkage of social and material reproduction, and beautifully expresses the ideas of 

House Society, as well as the ideas of habitus and materiality of houses, all theoretical strands of 

the current study. 

Much of the material presented so far, particularly Sāmoan house metaphors, provides 

evidence of Sāmoa as a classic House Society, as the theory was originally posited by Lévi-Strauss 

(1982, 1991). He held that the house in ‘house societies’ represents a “corporate body [moral 

person] holding an estate made up of both material and immaterial wealth which perpetuates itself 

through the transmission of its name, its goods, and its titles down a real or imaginary [descent] 

line” (Lévi-Strauss 1982:174, as cited in Joyce and Gillespie 2000:27). The institution of the 

named entity of the ‘House’ functioned much like a corporation, holding both material and 

symbolic wealth in common for the group, which was passed down through inheritance. Thus, for 

Lévi-Strauss, ‘house societies’ represent a practical type of social organization, which lies between 

less stratified kinship based societies and more stratified class based societies.  

The Substance section discussed that the material of human lives are part of a larger universe 

shared with others – land, residence, food, genealogy – by which people’s physical bodies are 

nurtured and their social identities formed. The investigation of ‘substance’ explored the 

associative meanings between houses and the matai and family system, communal land tenure 

system, agriculture, and birth and burials. Through these linkages houses become part of people’s 

social identity. House Society theory also looks at ‘shared substance’ as an identity forming 

principle, but more specifically in the form of ‘shared residence’ as a principle of kinship. 

Important to Lévi-Strauss’s articulation of House Society is the presence of corporate 

cognatic descent groups. Lévi-Strauss noticed that members of cognatic descent groups hold 

realized and unrealised membership in a large number of descent groups through their various 

lines of genealogical descent. This dynamic creates choices of potential places of residence and 

membership, which in turn produces both increased social and geographic mobility, as well as 
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conflicting sets of loyalties and obligations. The net effect is a society of corporate descent groups 

that are inherently fraught with potential inter and intra group conflicts and contradictions. This 

observation defied analysis under the conventional kinship theory’s emphasis on deriving and 

abstracting singular forms of affiliation based on either lines of descent or alliance. Applying a 

Marxist school of thought, Lévi-Strauss argued that houses in ‘house societies’ are social 

objectifications that project a unity (through the physical structures) as a means to resolve, or at 

least to disguise, the internal conflicts and contradictions inherent to their structure. That 

objectification is necessary for social solidarity to mask underlying internal group tensions, 

contradictions and divided loyalties (Joyce and Gillespie 2000:7). 

Sāmoan social structure also follows a system of corporate ambilineal descent groups 

(Tiffany 1975). This system offers multiple choices of residence, particularly after marriage – the 

new couple may live with either the wife’s family or the husband’s, and this may change over 

time.10 These choices of residence affect which descent group affiliation becomes primary and 

which ones become secondary. It also creates an issue at the time of death, in decisions about the 

final resting place, particularly for the individual living as an in-law male (faiavā) or in-law female 

(nofotane). If the deceased individual is buried at their natal family site they then ‘reside’ with 

their own descent group, which in a sense ‘keeps the family together.’ That burial choice also 

would support deceased’s children and grandchildren’s claims to titles, house sites and land within 

that parent’s descent group. However, sentimentally, the spouse and children may wish to have the 

deceased buried at the site of where they resided for many years.  

The flexibility in both residence and burial choices (an outcome of the cognatic descent) are 

important factors shaping Sāmoan descent group evolution and growth over time. Sāmoan social 

organization is thereby flexible allowing for potentially multiple group affiliations, which in turn 

produce internally conflicting loyalties. This situation creates an impetus for the strong use of the 

house as a social objectification for group unity, and a thereby also a basis for the rich use of house 

metaphors to talk about social things. The metaphorical uses of house terms, corporate ambilineal 

descent groups, the titular system based on ancestral names, special named houses, human burials 

at house sites, and the metaphorical use of house terms and proverbs to talk about society all 

illustrate how Sāmoa represents a classic example of a House Society.  

                                                
10 Neolocal residence wherein the couple creates a new household is still not a common practice within independent 
Sāmoa or American Sāmoa. More commonly, the couple may have a separate house, traditionally a faleo’o, on the 
family estate to give them a certain amount of privacy, but this does not constitute a separate household. 
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Recent work by such anthropologists as Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995), Mansfeld (2002), 

and McKinnon (1995), have steered House Society theory away from Lévi-Strauss’ definition as a 

specific societal type. Their work has fore grounded residence, architecture, and household 

processes as intrinsic dimensions of social and material reproduction in many different societies, 

including those typically classified as following unilineal (patrilineal or matrilineal) forms of 

descent (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995:20 –21). While this development in the scholarship has 

been positive to the extent that it shows the significance of the theory for all different societal 

types, it also has blurred Lévi-Strauss original definition and aims of the theory.  

To what extent do houses actually become an active principle of kinship in its making as 

opposed to an active dynamic of its outcome? Or in other words, how are houses, and residency 

through them, agents in the formation of social groups? That question is addressed with the 

ethnographic material of the case studies presented in Chapter VI. Given Lévi-Strauss’ original 

definition of House Society and newer ideas about House Society from more current scholarship, I 

argue that House Society principles appear to operate along a continuum across all societies to 

greater or lesser affect. Certain features, such as ambilineal decent, which increase flexibility and 

conflict in the social system, heighten the symbolic social uses (and agency) of a ‘house.’ Yet, the 

social significance and dynamics of houses and their symbolic uses extend beyond the classic 

‘House Society’ as a particular societal type.  

The examination of ‘substance’ has demonstrated how Sāmoan society contains all the 

classic features of a ‘House Society’, in accordance with the concept Lévi Strauss proposed. It was 

also seen that residency and association with a particular building is not particularly key to House 

Society dynamics in Sāmoa. The key for understanding House Society in Samoa is special role of 

the guesthouse (faletele or faletalimālō), which designated as a ‘non residential structure’, also 

figures as an objectification of the associated corporate descent group, including both its locally 

residing and dispersed membership.  

Other groups live in other villages and now overseas, but maintain their membership through 

participation in and contributions to the regular ceremonial events involving exchanges and 

redistributions of resources that accompany Sāmoan life crisis events such as title investitures, 

funerals, weddings, house or church dedications, etc. During those events the guesthouse becomes 

socially engaged for purposes that serve the descent group under the leadership of its head matai. 

That is the particular form and character that House Society takes in the Sāmoan context.  
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Order – Lagimalie11  

It [vā] means space and it means we are always negotiating the truth at 
that moment. Nothing is absolute. A Sāmoan house is a good example of 
this concept. It’s open, there’s no privacy; you have to negotiate how you 
exist in that. A Western house has closed doors, so it’s easy. (Quote from 
Sāmoan choreographer, Lemi Ponifasio in M. Amery, as cited from ‘A 
Dancer Alone’, Sunday Star Times, 16 July 2000) 

The above quote from the New Zealand based Sāmoan choreographer, Lemi Ponifasio12, 

articulates how the physical openness of Sāmoan architecture expresses vā and the implications 

this may have on people, their behaviour and sense of themselves in space, in society; and in how 

boundaries are conceived and managed. The concept of vā, as already discussed in Chapters I, II, 

and III, is an important cultural concept for this study to examine. The concept is developed here 

in relation to the concept of Order, or the cultural sense of order, the focus of this chapter section.  

Before moving into theorizing and modelling Order and its architectural expression in 

Sāmoa, a scenario will be presented that further elaborates on the above quote and highlights how 

a sense of order is largely constructed through particular spatial and temporal arrangements and 

principles (also embedded in architecture) that guide cultural behaviour and expectations. This 

scenario, and other ethnographic examples to come, helps ground abstract concepts to actual 

instances. 

A visitor unfamiliar with Sāmoan culture may not know what to do when approaching a 

Sāmoan house without walls or doors. Since the house is open on all sides, one can conceivably 

enter from any side, but which side should one enter from? And where should one sit? In a more 

traditional house there may be no chairs, so where in the big open space of the floor does one sit? 

In other cases, there are chairs, but they are not being sat in. Should one then ignore the chair as an 

actual place to sit down? How does one greet people? Should one move across the space to greet 

people sitting on the floor, or will they come to the visitor or is it not appropriate to do either? 

Perhaps sitting on the floor and then making a greeting orally without physical contact is more 

appropriate? Or perhaps that physical contact of greeting will come later at some later point in the 

social interaction?  

                                                
11 I use the term lagimalie in accord with His Highness Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese’s translation of the term ‘harmony’ 
(Tamasese 2008b), which seems synonymous with ‘order’. 
12 Lemi Ponifasio is also the founder and director of MAU, New Zealand’s most prolific international contemporary 
dance and theatre company, which has performed at many major international theatres and festivals throughout the 
world. 
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People give the visitor cues: “Sit there in the front” as they all sit far away on the rear side, or 

one hears a child being ordered to go fetch a chair from a neighbour’s house so the visitor can sit 

down. Should this offer be refused? Should one always sit where one is told, or might that be 

presuming? If one sits on the floor like one’s hosts, rather than in the chair that someone fetched, 

how will that affect the sense of order, of relationships, and of social boundaries? The visitor sits 

near one of the front posts of the house, but declines to use a chair. He/she then later notices 

another young man who was approaching the house from the front, but then walked around it to 

enter from the rear to have a conversation with another family member there and wondered what 

the difference was in their respective statuses, or should he have also entered from the rear?  

The senior chief and his wife conduct polite conversation with the visitor for a short period 

while the other members of the extended family household disperse to other structures on the 

compound, some of which are the cook huts where they go about preparing a meal. A young 

person comes with a cool green drinking nut for the visitor to drink. After a little while the chief 

calls out an order and a young woman of the family comes forward with a sleeping mat and a 

pillow which are laid out in front of the visitor who is told to lay down and rest.  

The visitor is weary and tired but feels rather conspicuous lying down to sleep in clear public 

view of his hosts and everyone else in the village that is watching the activity from the side of their 

eyes. The hosts realize from the expression of the visitor there is some discomfort and 

remembering he/she is not Sāmoan, they get a large printed cloth which they pin to a string across 

the to create a temporary visually private partition within the open space. This special activity 

makes the visitor feel even more conspicuous, but as they have gone to the trouble already he/she 

follows the orders of his/her hosts and lies down, and falls asleep.  

An hour later, his/her hosts check on him/her to inform him/her the meal is ready. The cloth 

is taken down, and without moving from where he/she was, the visitor again finds himself/herself 

within the large open fale facing a large number of family members. The father and mother of the 

family sit cross-legged to one side of the front at 90 degrees to him/her. A tray of food is placed in 

front of them followed immediately by a tray set in front of the visitor. All the other family 

members sit on the floor cross-legged at the rear of the house watching and ready to serve or 

replenish the foods. They will eat later. The visitor realizes that he/she has entered the house, and 

sat down at one location, from which he/she was greeted, then conversed with the family, then 

slept, and now ate, without every moving the original location.  
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This scenario is typical for a visitor to a traditionally oriented Sāmoan family in independent 

Sāmoa. The description highlights how the orchestration of space and time in relation to social 

activities and relationships is a cultural one, and strongly ties to architecture form and space. A 

sense of order, as embedded in custom and habit, is largely reflected in the architectural forms as 

well as the forms of cultural behaviour, which contrast to that of a typical Western house and the 

customs of having a visitor. In that case, a separate room is given for sleeping, and the visitor is 

also asked to move from room to room for different activities, such as eating, sleeping, conversing, 

etc. When Sāmoan family members visit relatives in a pālagi house with rooms, invariably or at 

least often, people do not wish to sleep in the designated bedrooms, but prefer to sleep all together 

in the open living room.  

A Model for Viewing Sāmoan Order  

This chapter section models how the cultural sense of order is constructed through the 

conceptualization and structuring of both space and time, and how architectural forms are part of 

this construction in Sāmoan cultural thought and language. This focus on space and time as 

cultural productions is largely about form, of which order is seen as a synonym. This contrasts to 

the previous section on substance, which largely focused on function (which can also be thought of 

as ‘content’), for example, how houses function as a matter of substance in connection with people 

and land in the formation of social groups and identity, but also in terms of the building materials. 

In contrast, this section examines how houses, as constructed spaces, both relate to and are part of 

creating Order in Sāmoan life. 
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The diagram in Figure 16 developed from my analysis of a construction of order in Sāmoa as 

understood through space and time orchestration and their expression and manifestation in Sāmoan 

architecture. Vā, mata and tā are component terms and concepts representing cultural 

constructions of time and space. Fale represents the domain in which the order becomes 

concretised and thereby communicated, experienced and perpetuated. Combining the substance 

and order domains together (seen later in the chapter) reveals how the cultural meanings and 

practices of fale become central to the Sāmoan worldview through which both order and substance 

are constituted.  

The term ‘order’ is used synonymously with social organization or structure, as well as with 

harmony (lagimalie in Sāmoan). The preference for using the English term ‘order’ rather than 

‘structure’ or ‘organization’ stems from temporal as well as spatial nuances reflected in its 

meaning. Of course, a social order is not always ‘harmonious’: as any Marxist would note, conflict 

and contradiction are inherent to social structures. Yet, ‘order’ as an antonym for chaos suggests 

that society cannot exist in chaos: it must have order, otherwise it breaks down. Sāmoan social 

ideology largely suggests that the production of ‘harmony’ is the ultimate goal of social 

interaction: 

In the Sāmoan indigenous religion the unity and harmony between the 
temporal and the divine, between time and space and all living things is 
God. Man’s purpose in life is to search for that unity and harmony, to 
search for God. (Tamasese 2005:14) 

Certainly, this statement requires some clarification since not all people; Sāmoans included, 

are solely preoccupied with a search for unity, and never is life completely harmonious in Sāmoa, 

as anywhere else. Yet the ideal of harmony does exist; and in traditional Sāmoan thought is 

understood to be spiritually based. The fieldwork also illuminated that, while houses help signify 

belonging to land and family (as shown in the Substance section), and may be an avenue for 

symbolizing and actualizing social advancement, they are also part of the creation of order and 

harmony.  

The research findings indicate that Sāmoans do regard the house as a locus where cultural 

values and practices are nurtured by the nature of the house design and its usage. This point, of 

which the anoafale belief is a part, is significant to the relationship between Sāmoan architecture 

and less tangible forms of culture. Several examples from fieldwork supporting this assertion. 

Example 1: the name of research participant, High Chief Tauilili’s guesthouse is Samau’ū. Sama 

refers to turmeric, which is mixed with u’ū (coconut oil), a combination that is used to prepare the 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter IV: Substance and Order A’ano ma Lagimalie  
 

 126 

skin for festivities, dancing and other celebrations.13 Tauiliili explained that when he questioned 

his own forefathers about this name for the Tauiliili guesthouse, they explained, “Samau’ū 

signifies that everything done in the house must be done in joy and peace, as is to be expressed in 

Sāmoan dance.” Example 2: A Sāmoan woman suggested to that the reason a Sāmoan house is 

‘round’ is to signify unity and peace. Example 3: A man explained that he goes to sit in the 

family’s faletalimālō, a large traditional faleāfolau, in order to restore a sense of peace and 

harmony within himself. He says the structure itself has that affect on him. Example 4 from 

linguistic anthropologist Alesandro Duranti: Chiefs meeting at a bus stop, or on the road in the 

village, often say as part of their greetings “It is too bad we met on the road [as opposed to in a 

house]” (Duranti 1992:673). The meaning here is that the house is the proper space to meet and 

engage in social relationships between chiefs, a place where order and harmony may best be 

expressed. All these examples support the view that order or harmony provides a ‘house ethos’ in 

Sāmoan architectural concepts. 

Another salient fieldwork example that influenced the perspective comes from a meeting with 

Chief Faaivae Apelu Galea’i at his home in Leone, American Sāmoa. Fieldnotes following the visit 

mentioned above explored thoughts on harmony: 

‘Harmony’ seemed to be built through the communal ordering of space. 
Space is understood and negotiated through an understanding of social 
hierarchies being activated in any social situation in a particular space. 
These social hierarchies are behaviourally recognized and these behaviours 
inherently take on a spatial form, and that the moment by moment 
articulation of status and relationship hierarchies in particular situations 
requires cultural understanding. Physical openness in the space allows for 
the inter-play and negotiation to take place. This point must be factored 
into the open architectural space in traditional Sāmoa. Boundaries are 
defined through understanding and respect of the social order and 
understanding about codes of behaviour that demonstrate one’s 
understanding and respect, not from the creation of physical walls and 
fences, which at once then indicate a lack of understanding or respect, and 
reduce the ability to humanly act on that understanding, through the actual 
physical restriction. (Field notes, 15 March 2005) 

Re-examining these field notes now reveals how research participants guided the development 

of themes and theory; for example how ‘social harmony’, as opposed to ‘social control’, became the 

central concept to be theorized in the second section of Chapter IV. This point also led to a 

consideration of whether or not Keen’s focus on ‘social control’ reflects a Western cultural bias; 

                                                
13 Turmeric mixed with coconut oil is also used in the ritual celebration of a complete tattoo; the entire body is oiled 
with the mixture. It is to heal the skin. 
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what is described as ‘social control’ in the experience of a Westerner is thought of as ‘social 

harmony’ to a Sāmoan. When asked ‘what difference walls make’ Chief Faiivae responded, “The 

more accurate word might be harmony.” This comment relates to the ideas being articulated and 

theorized here, and Thomas Keen’s (1979) theory of Sāmoan social control being based on external 

forms of control facilitated by Sāmoan architectural openness.14 

This idea of Sāmoan architecture being an instrument of order or harmony directly links to 

the House Society explanation discussed in the Substance section. A key principle of that theory is 

that houses in house societies are the material objectification of the social (kin) groups they 

represent, operating as a kind of fetish that masks internal contradictions and conflict. The unity of 

the group and its reproduction over time is at least in part perpetuated through the continued 

existence, maintenance, and reproduction of the house (the guesthouse in the case of Sāmoa) over 

time.  

This idea gives a sense of a function but not a form to the house. The form, of course, must 

relate to materials, technology, climate, and culture, but what about the aesthetic dimensions of the 

house’s form? The house structure should facilitate beauty and harmony in social relationships and 

help manage tensions, by the very fact of it being a material embodiment of that beauty, harmony 

and management of tensions. A careful consideration of the aesthetic aspects of the Sāmoan fale 

becomes an important part of the current study. 

Vā, Point-field Spatiality and Consideration of Boundaries 

The earliest writings found on the cultural significance of vā in Sāmoa derive from Bradd 

Shore, who applied it psychologically. He demonstrated how Sāmoan language as an indication of 

a cultural epistemology prevents people from viewing ‘self’ (as a Western cultural concept) as a 

being separate from the social networks of vā of which they are contextually embedded. As a 

consequence, Sāmoans “focus on things in their relationship, and the contextual grounding of 

experience” as opposed to a “‘things in themselves’ or the essential qualities of experience” (Shore 

1982:136). In other words, the boundaries of things are not defined by a singular identity of things 

in themselves, but rather by the identity of the relationship between two things. That relationality 

is expressed structurally in the Sāmoan language (see Appendix D).  

                                                
14 I felt free to introduce this research question because the chief had opened our meeting with the statement, “You are 
very lucky as I am a very busy man, [owns business, has a plantation, and is also a senator in the upper house of 
American Sāmoa’s legislature], but it just so happens I have the time today. I really like having intellectual people to 
my house to discuss and philosophize on different topics.” 
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In the last decade a published discourse by various Sāmoan authors (e.g., Le Tagaloa 2003; 

Lilomaiva-Doktor 2004, 2009; Refiti 2004; Tuagalu 2008 Wendt 1999; [et al]) on the concept of 

vā has developed. Such discourses, it has been argued, “provide entrée into the … historical 

emergence of spatial meanings in relation to change in the built environment” (Cooper 1994:94). 

They have described vā as “the space between that both helps to unite and to relate things and 

people together” (Wendt 1999:402), or as “the relational space that dislocates and disconnects 

people and things, not in a negative way but as a reality that provides a way to bond them 

'positively'” (Refiti 2007:2).  A Sāmoan consultant explained four types of vā, 1) the vā between 

people and the Creator; 2) the vā between people and the natural environment; 3) the vā between 

people and other people; and 4) the vā understood as physical distance or interval between points, 

which can be physical geographical points or points in ‘time’. The current study focused only on 

the latter two kinds of vā (the social and the physical) and how they inter-relate in architecture.  

Point-field theory is largely based on the idea that space can be conceived of in two (and only 

two) ways: container or point-fields. The container model, like the earlier English language 

examples illustrated, views space as a container. Boundaries are drawn first; space is constituted and 

defined by the area inside of those boundaries. Point-field, in contrast, does not start with 

boundaries, but rather with points, which like a lit light bulb in the dark, emanate a field. From each 

point radiates outward a field (like vectors) in all directions. The radiating field around each point 

then intersects with the fields of other points. Boundaries are negotiated and defined in those 

intersections, and reflects the relative power of the source generating ‘points’. The diagram in 

Figure 17 helps to visualize both modes. 

Both modes of perceiving space are accessible to the mind, but one mode or the other will 

generally be dominant in any given language/culture. Language offers an indication of which one 

prevails culturally. It appears that the English based conceptual metaphors regarding space have 

predisposed English speakers to think more in the container mode, and may also unconsciously 

influence social theories of space. For example, Hillier and Hanson (1984:18-19) theorize a social 

logic of space modelled after a biological cell, in which an inside, outside, entrance and threshold 

are seen to be mirrored in “the simplest building consisting of a boundary, a space within the 

boundary, an entrance, and a space outside the boundary defined by the entrance.”  

The definition of space, as that which is “inside the boundary” expresses the container model 

of space. It appears that Hillier and Hanson assume the ‘simplest building’ must have walls, with 

an entrance, threshold, interior and exterior. It would be difficult for them to appreciate or account 
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for open-sided, oval Sāmoan houses. Perhaps every space between two posts is counted as an 

entrance. In that case, the structure has many entrances and thresholds, and the same social logic 

they develop about relations of inside and outside is applicable, but made variable by the open 

sides.  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Perhaps more critical than the assumption about buildings having walls is that this theory 

also assumes a single cultural epistemology about space. Of course, Hanson and Hillier are fully 

aware that “spatial order is one of the most striking means by which the existence of the cultural 

differences is recognized between one social form and another, that is, differences in the ways in 

which members live out and reproduce their social existence” (Hillier and Hanson 1984:27; as 

cited in Allen 1993:157). The point here may be that cultural assumptions work themselves into 

theory pretty easily.  

Lehman and Herdrich (2002:181) define point-field space as:  

as the topological neighbourhood of a given point, and boundaries are 
derived as the adjacency of the closures of pair-wise distinct point fields. 
[As such], boundaries, instead of being axiomatic, as in the container view 
of space, are derived theorems on the point-field view. (Lehman and 
Herdrich 2002:181) 

The Sāmoan word and concept of space reflected in the term vā clearly indicates that point-

field is the dominant mode of spatiality in Sāmoa. More recent definitions by Sāmoan authors, 

      Point-Field 
Figure 17: (above) Point-field 
model of space begins with 
points (represented by stars) that 
radiate fields (represented by 
vectors) outward. Boundaries 
(dotted lines) then form between 
adjacent fields as derived 
theorems. (Below) The container 
model begins axiomatically with 
an established fixed boundary 
(the rectangle). Space is defined 
and measured as the area inside. 
(Diagram after Lehman and 
Herdrich 2002) 
 

Container 
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who are not explicitly informed about point-field theory, resonate with the Lehman and Herdrich’s 

explication of point-field spatiality. For example, Refiti (2007:2), who uses the metaphor of the 

ocean, describes vā as “the radiating force that shifts and rolls like the surface of the sea.” Here the 

“radiating force” resonates with the idea of the radiating field generated from the point or mata. 

Refiti has also more recently defined vā as ‘co-openness’ (in preference to the ‘between’) since 

‘between-ness’ does not adequately incorporate the idea of a shared space (conceptual, physical, or 

ideational) that creates relationship (Refiti, personal communication). Another definition 

reverberating with this point-field spatial sense comes from Le Tagaloa:  

Vā governs all things and holds all things together. … Vā is relationship, 
connection, affiliation, boundaries, difference, separation, space, distance, 
responsibility, obligation, state of being, position, standing, and so much 
more. (Le Tagaloa-Aiono 2003:9) 

A crucial dimension of the definition of any vā is that the boundary emerges as part of that 

vā relationship. In terms of social vā, there exists a particular vā between husbands and wives, 

between a matai and those that serve him/her, between ali’i and tulāfale (the two complementary 

classes of chiefs), between ministers and their congregation, etc. Each of those vā, as Le Tagaloa 

describes has its own set of mutual responsibilities, obligations, boundaries … that are conceived 

as essential part of that relationship. As point-field theory predicts the boundaries emerge as 

theorems from that relationship, a point independently confirmed by Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese: 

In the harmony between fellow men Sāmoans find that there exist special 
relationships between people…called feagaiga [a particular type of vā 
involving complementary opposites). As a result of these tapu and/or 
feagaiga, boundaries or tua’oi emerge. (Tamasese 2005:9) 

That the tua’oi (boundary) emerges as a result of the relationship is equivalent to it being a 

‘derived theorem.’ Further evidence of the point-field model is found in the fact that the Sāmoan 

word for neighbour is also tua’oi. After all, a boundary is made in the vā between neighbours in 

the landscape. The issue of vā and boundaries will continue to be important as they are applied to 

Sāmoan built forms and landscapes, but first the Sāmoan concept of mata must be examined. 

Mata  ‘Emanating/Convergence Point’ or ‘Eye’  

If vā signifies the ‘field’ in Sāmoan point-field spatiality, then mata signifies the ‘point.’ 

Mata is the Sāmoan (and Austronesian) term for ‘eye’, ‘face’, ‘point’ or ‘edge’ (Milner 2003, 

134). Mata is also added as a prefix to a number of words. Matāafi (literally the eye or point of the 

fire) is the groove along which the pointed stick (used in the ‘fire-plough’ method of making fire) 

is run to and fro (Milner 2003, 134). A knife’s cutting edge is the mata a le naifi and a beach is 
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called matāfaga (the edge of the bay). Matāvai is the source of a fresh water spring, matātalo, the 

crown of a taro, and matāuila is an electric light bulb (uila means electricity or lightning). The 

notion of mata as a source point from which things (e.g., power, resources and other things) 

emanate and converge is evident in all these examples.  

Mata is also used as a prefix in compound words to denote important societal positions. For 

example, matāfale is the holder and caretaker of a title as well as being the roof gable; it is mainly 

used today in Sāmoan contexts to refer to the social units, traditionally formed around a matai, 

through which church contributions are made. Matā’āiga refers to the extended family household 

with a matai residing in it. Matāgaluega refers to a department or section of government work 

(galuega means work). Also, note, the word matai itself mainly consists of mata. The matai 

position can be conceptualised as the eye, authority and source of family solidarity. 

That mata also means ‘eye’ or ‘face’ only gives these associations more significance. The 

eyes are the organs used to perceive space, which is vā in Sāmoa. The eye is both a gatherer of 

light as well as the point source from which light is seen, and it is principally through the eyes that 

significant points in the physical and social landscape become known. A point-field spatiality 

requires people to be able to see and understand points and the relationships (in fields) around 

them. Boundaries are created from and within those relationships. Further word, the “to being 

something”, is amata (a-mata), a starting point in time.  

In Sāmoan custom when it comes time to greet people in a house, the proper custom is to be 

seated first, that is, in a sense, to be in a position first. Then official greetings take place. This was 

explained as an important principle of the vā between people, that each person has positioned 

themselves in a place from the understood vā (spatial and social) interactions can then proceed. In 

formal Sāmoan situations in a Sāmoan house, this means taking your place at the appropriate post 

of the house before greetings others and beginning discourse with them.  

Tā, The General Tā-Vā Theory of Reality & Temporal Dimensions 

The focus on conflict and order (i.e. harmony) and aesthetic principles, form and function 

(and their relationship) brings into the conversation the General Tā-Vā (Time-Space) Theory of 

Reality (Māhina 2002; 2008a & b; Ka'ili 2008; Potauaine 2009), which sits together with the 

theory of point-field spatiality at one of the posts of the analytical framework. A key tenet of the 

theory that addresses this issue of order is: 

Conflict and order [constituted through the arrangement of space and time] 
are of the same logical status, in that, order is itself an expression of 
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conflict...; and that space and time are ontologically the common medium 
of existence, though epistemologically they are social constructs. (Māhina 
2008a:78) 

 
Combining this idea with the previous discussion regarding House Society, one can 

understand that the beauty and harmony reflected in the architecture of a Sāmoan house might be 

seen as a means of addressing (i.e. an expression of overcoming) the inherent conflicts and 

contradictions that exist within corporate cognatic descent groups. This is not an explicit cultural 

belief; if it were, it would not have the fetish masking qualities that Lévi-Strauss proposes houses 

have in house societies. If the house is to represent a material objectification of a desired unity and 

solidarity of a widely dispersed descent group, then it follows that the aesthetic dimensions of the 

structure should manifest in material and spatial form that desired harmony and unity. This idea 

resonates with the beauty one experiences when gazing up into the roof of a well-built faletele or 

faleāfolau.  

Māhina describes The General Tā-Vā Theory of Reality as a way to define art as “ time-space 

transformation, where conflicts in the form (fuo) and content (uho) of things are symmetrically 

arbitrated in the creative process” (Māhina 2009:1). Ka’ili uses Tā-Vā to consider tauhi vā – the 

Tongan art of creating and maintaining beautiful socio-spatial relations through the mutual 

performance of duties (Ka'ili 2008:3). In his analysis symmetry is a necessary attribute of creating 

harmonious and beautiful relationships – that is, tauhi vā is an art of producing symmetries in socio-

economic reciprocity.  

The application of these concepts to Sāmoan architecture requires understanding both the 

aesthetic and functional aspects of architecture as one and the same thing. Traditional Sāmoan 

architecture has no facades or ceilings to hide the structural elements that hold the building together. 

The clear view of the structural form is central to its aesthetics, so function and aesthetics are one 

and the same, and the various building parts take on symbolic importance in how Sāmoans use their 

language to describe social parts and dynamics in their society.  

The harmonious effects experienced in indigenous Sāmoan architectural forms are in part 

produced through principles of symmetry aligned with social concepts for producing social 

harmony. This brings the aesthetic dimensions of architecture into alignment with the intricacies of 

Sāmoan social organization and its constituent values. The beauty of Sāmoan architecture becomes 

synonymous with its harmonious affects. This is not to say that social conflict and disharmony 

cannot occur in a Sāmoan indigenous structure, but rather that Sāmoans do not see them 
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appropriate within these, and house design itself is a tool to harmonize areas of social tension 

during rituals, such as an ‘ava ceremony, meetings (fono) or formal discussions (talanoaga).  

If Tā-Vā Theory is correct, the temporal dimension must be considered together with the 

cultural epistemology of spatiality, as together they are the common medium of all existence. In 

referencing Tā-Vā Theory and investing the temporal dimension in Sāmoa several discoveries were 

made, which refine the theory in certain ways, and provide fresh ethnographic insights. First, most 

published writings of the General Tā-Vā Theory of Reality, (Māhina 2002, 2008a, 2008b; Ka’ili 

2005, 2008; Prescot 2008, [et al]) discuss vā as space and tā as time in Tonga (as well as Sāmoa and 

Polynesia in general). However, this denotation is really a shorthand way of indicating the Tongan 

or Sāmoan concepts of space and time, and is not completely accurate. As shown in this study, the 

concept of mata (point or eye) is implicit to the concept of vā as geographic (and social) space, 

since vā is the interval between any two points (mata).  

Vā, however, is also used to denote intervals in time (temporal space). An example is found 

the Sāmoan word for week  vaiaso, literally ‘an interval of days. This suggests that the term tā does 

not exactly represent ‘time’, but rather ‘points’ in time (i.e. temporal space), just as mata represents 

points in physical space. It is from this formulation that temporality emerges in the intersection of tā 

and vā in Figure 13, just as spatiality emerges from the intersection of mata and vā. This 

reformulation, which defines the concept of vā as a common denominator of both space and time in 

Polynesian thought, facilitates several important steps forward in the analysis. First, as the common 

denominator of both space and time, the concept of vā facilitates the metaphor of seeing and 

experiencing time in terms of space, and seeing them both as a common medium of existence.  

A very good example of the use of spatial metaphors for time is found in the Sāmoan proverb 

‘se’i tō le niu i le tua’oi” (plant the coconut tree on the boundary) (Schultz 1980:31). An orator 

employs the proverb to politely acknowledge the previous speaker, if the latter is a high chief or an 

orator of rank, and to suggest that his own speech shall respectfully not intrude on the temporal 

space of the previous speaker. The mention of the coconut tree as a temporal boundary emerges 

from the understanding of the relationship or vā between the first and second speakers, and makes 

metaphorical use of a landscape geographic spatial practice (i.e. planting a coconut tree to mark a 

land boundary). The planting of the trees marks boundary, but it is simultaneously understood as 

part of the relationship between the adjacent land owners, a concept that is clearly expressive a 

point-field spatiality. The employment of the metaphor to indicate relationship and boundary in the 

speaking order of chiefs clearly indicates that a point-field temporality exists.  
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It has already been suggested that the Sāmoan (and Polynesian) term tā denotes ‘points in 

time’, which together with the intervals (vā) between them compose the temporal dimension of 

experience, just as the perception of mata and vā signify the spatial dimension of perception and 

experience. However, more discussion and evidence of how tā denotes temporal points is needed. 

Looking up the word, tā in a Sāmoan/English dictionary one finds tā to mean ‘strike’, as in hitting 

something with a stick (Pratt 1960:287).  

Prior to introduction of western clocks or watches, Sāmoans used a number of phrases to 

define times of day according to the position of the sun in the sky. These include: 1) Itulā senesene 

– when the light of the rising sun enters the sky, but the sun itself has not yet risen; 2) itulā fana’i 

lupelā – the side of the sun has just appeared above the horizon; 3) itulā soli ata – when the sun 

trespasses the shadow- i.e. noon hour (thus there is no shadow); 4) itulā o le tusegi – the afternoon 

hours from roughly one to three; and 5) itulā ufi ata – when shadows reach behind (the late 

afternoon). itulā, which literally means the position of the forward side of the sun, is still the 

Sāmoan word for ‘hour’.15  

The key word in all these phrases is the term itulā, which refers to ‘position or side of sun’. 

The term tā may not be present in those terms, but it is used in the Sāmoan terms for both ‘morning’ 

and for ‘tomorrow’ taeao (ta-e-ao), literally the ‘striking of daytime.’ Note should also be taken 

that in English the word ‘strike’ (tā) is also used when one says, for example, the clock struck one 

o’clock. Ka’ili, working with his Tongan subject matter, describes how he had trouble seeing tā as 

time at first because of the term taimi, but upon further investigation of many examples from Tonga 

usage could see how the term referred to “tempo, beat, pace, rhythm, and frequency” (2008:15), all 

important dimensions of time.  

A variety of similar examples can be extracted from Sāmoan language, including ‘tātā le fatu’ 

(the continued beating of the heart), or ‘tā o le sā’, when lali (a large wooden drum) or alternately 

the blowing of a conch shell signals the time for the evening vespers, when it is forbidden to be 

roaming about in the village grounds. The connection between the physical act of strike (tā) and 

time is also reflected in the Solo o le Vā creation myth (described in Chapter III). When the 

progenitor God, Tagaloaalagi struck (tā) the primordial rock of creation, it divided it into two, 

signifying not only the beginning of space, but also time. 

                                                
15 All these traditional Sāmoan ways of ‘telling time’ were explained by a Sāmoan informant in American Sāmoa who 
had undergone special instruction in Sāmoan. Many Sāmoans may not be familiar with all these older terms nor are 
they used much in contemporary settings.  
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Further investigating the concept of tā in relationship to time or a sense of time reveals a 

number of words or phrases that incorporate tā or ta (with or with the macron) 16, which does not 

always denote the physical striking of an object. The morpheme in many cases denotes points in 

time.  The word taeao, as previously mentioned is one of them.  

1. Taeao: morning, tomorrow, new historical era.17 

2. Tāpena: to tidy up, in preparation for a new activity, event, etc.  

3. Ta’ape: to disperse in different directions – e.g. after a social event is finished 

4. Tā le gafa18: literally “to ‘strike the genealogy’; refers to the conjugal relationship 
resulting in children. The phrase can be applied whether or not the conjugal relationship 
lasts. 

Examining underlying connected meanings between words (or phrases) containing tā or ta 

was insightful. The connecting idea in all these applications is that of a temporal intersection or 

bracketing of events. For example, taeao as morning can be interpreted to represent the point of 

intersection between night and day, and a way of bracketing the start of each day. Tāpena can refer 

to general tidying up or ordering of a space or preparation for a special event. Tāpena stands 

external to the activity for which the tāpena occurs. To ‘tāpena le mālaga’ means ‘making the 

preparations for the voyage.’ Only when all things and participants are in their respective positions 

can the event begin (a point –mata – in space or a-mata [to begin] in time). Before visitors arrive 

one should tāpena le fale (tidy and prepare the house). When a social event is over, participants 

disperse towards their different destinations  the idea embedded in the word ta’ape.  

Tāpena and ta’ape as actions stand as external temporal brackets to social events in which 

socio-spatial relationships are actively pursued between individuals and groups. Tā le gafa 

signifies an intersection of two genealogical groups through a conjugal pairing, which initiated 

offspring who will draw descent through both parents, which also establishes a new social vā 

between the two respective descent groups. At the same time when the stick hits the drum to create 

the tempo, there is an intersection of materials also creating a ‘point in time’ in the instant (point) 

the stick comes into physical contact with the drum, which together with the vā (interval) between 

each strike creates rhythm.  

                                                
16 The use of the macron gives emphasis to the ‘a’. The two main Sāmoan English dictionaries (Milner and Pratt) 
consulted varied in their use of the macron. For example, Pratt uses a macron in tāpena whereas Milner does not. This 
discrepancy may due to the fact that the first vowel in a word is typically emphasized in most Sāmoan words, so one 
author did not see the need to place the macron.  
17 The establishment of Christianity in Sāmoa involved a new intersection in history officially referred to as a ‘taeao17 
The day of a bestowal of chiefly title may be referred to as tāeao fou (new day) 
18 This term was used by a woman from one village to refer to her having children belonging to another village through 
their father. 
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The primary organ through which humans generally perceive/experience space are the eyes 

(mata), which together with vā is central to the application of point-field spatiality in Sāmoa (as 

per the earlier discussion of this chapter). In contrast, it can be observed that when it comes to the 

perception of time as experienced through tempo and rhythm the primary sensory organ are the 

ears, which in Sāmoan are tāliga. The tā in the word taliga in contrast to mata being the word for 

eyes draws additional significance to the analysis, leading the analysis to consider how culture 

may emphasize one sense over the other.  

Western culture tends to favour the visual sense over the aural, the proverb, ‘seeing is 

believing’, being an expression of it. Anthropologist, Bradd Shore (1982:168) has also discussed 

the “prominence accorded to the visual as a basis for understanding” in Sāmoa with such Sāmoan 

words as iloa (to know) or mālamalama (understanding, light). That Sāmoans more readily 

identify the word vā as signifying ‘space’ in the synchronic dimension as opposed to in the 

temporal dimension (i.e. temporal space), in spite of the fact that vā is in fact used to signify 

temporal space, further supports this view.  

The interpretations presented about the significance of tā/ta in connection to a sense of time 

in Sāmoan perception/experience are exploratory, drawn deductively from reviewing various 

words containing tā/ta. Such an idea is suggestive as opposed to a conclusive analysis. Additional 

linguistic and ethnographic evidence and analysis would be useful. However, the idea that tā 

signifies a ‘point in time’, with vā being the connecting ‘temporal space’ between tā (as temporal 

points), is a logical deduction.  

The correspondence between mata as a synchronic point in a point-field spatiality and tā as a 

diachronic point in a point-field temporality logically follows. As a common medium of existence, 

space and time must be inter-related conceptually and through the senses. To treat space without 

treating time in the analysis would only be partial. It thereby became incumbent to the current 

study to ethnographically investigate both the spatial and temporal dimensions of Sāmoan built 

forms and space of which the concepts of mata and tā as well as vā are key concepts. 

Tā, Vā, Mata and Tua’oi in Sāmoan Village Built Forms and Spaces  

In speaking of tā, vā, mata and tua’oi in Sāmoan architecture it should be clear by now that 

the reference is to how space and time are ordered in, as well as through, Sāmoan architecture, 

including individual building form and village spatial layouts and uses. Now that these terms tā, 

vā, mata and tua’oi have received explication in terms of conceptualizing space and time in 

Sāmoan cultural terms, the application to Sāmoan built forms and spaces can be shown. Space and 
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boundary construction in Sāmoan architecture and villages will first be discussed followed by a 

discussion of how the temporal dimension is architecturally articulated.  

Constructing Spatiality and Boundaries in the Social and Physical Landscape 

 The techniques of building a Sāmoan fale starts with the eye (mata) of the master carpenter, 

as is true in Sāmoan tattooing. All discernment of distances and spaces (vā) originates from his 

mata. The physical construction of a traditional Sāmoan house begins with the central posts (one, 

two or three) on which the whole roof is hung (if it is to be a faletele – round house). This requires 

selecting the central point (mata) of the house.  

The size of a Sāmoan structure is not designated by a size of floor area (e.g. x square feet); 

rather the size of the structure is determined in the case of a faleāfolau (the long house) by the 

tufuga asking the owner how many house posts (the interior house posts) he wishes the house to 

have, or if it is a faletele (round house), by the number of so’a (collar beams) that are desired. 

Those architectural features determine the overall size (and floor areas) that the resulting structure 

will have.19 The number of cross beams is decided and the other points of the structure are 

determined by stretching twine from the central point, rather than a process of drawing boundary 

lines. These various design and construction practices  in particular, choosing a central point from 

which the other points that from the top of the roof and the perimeter of the structure radiate  

illustrates point-field spatiality as the modus operandi of Samoan architecture and building 

processes.  

A Sāmoan informant explained that every village has a malae, the central open area 

designated for village ceremony, sports and other collective village activities. The malae has a 

central point where significant village traditions occur (see previous). The size of a malae helps 

denote the dignity and importance the village holds within Sāmoa. The guesthouses on the 

perimeter of the malae form its boundary and determine its size. 

The malae can then be envisioned as point-field having a central point and a field radiating 

outward. Each guesthouse at the perimeter represents a point as well, in signifying one of the 

constituent chieftains of the village polity. Usually any guesthouse that is built slightly inwards 

towards the centre of the malae is generally associated with a higher ranking, more important title 

of the village. One high ranking chief of a village in American Sāmoa complained about a lower 
                                                
19 Sāmoan practices contrast with typical modern Western architecture where the area of the house is staked on the land 
before the foundation is constructed. The Western practice adheres to the container concept of space in which a 
boundary is drawn first and space is defined by what is contained inside it. This practice and its underlying concepts are 
foreign to traditional Sāmoa. 
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ranking chief of the village rebuilding his guesthouse two feet further in onto the malae, an action 

that was considered to overstep the rank of his title, and challenge the existing social order, one 

that was not ignored. The chief was rebuked and fined. Each guesthouse as a point also radiates its 

own field. The idea that the front of the guesthouse (and any other house) is the side facing 

towards the malae (and the modern road that often traverses it as well) means that the ‘eyes’ of the 

house face the malae suggesting that the radiating field in this front are stronger. Those 

guesthouses with more space around them also tend to be associated with the more powerful 

higher-ranking chieftain, signifying the power of that point. 

A chief of an American Sāmoan village that has a large malae described the layout of the 

village as replicating a guesthouse. Each guesthouse at the malae’s perimeter was visualized to be 

like one of a guesthouse’s posts. The centre of a village – its malae thereby becomes a larger 

version of the central open space of an individual guesthouse. During large village wide events, 

such as important title investitures or a church dedication, the whole malae is utilized. The 

constituent groups may sit as clusters near or in the various guesthouses of the malae. The orator 

chiefs stand in front of their constituent groups and high chiefs for whom they speak. Before 

beginning their speeches they make the very deliberate and ritual action of planting their orator 

staff in front of them. Once down it is not lifted until the speech is completed. In absence of a post 

in the house at which to sit, the establishment of a point with the orator’s staff (to’oto’o) appears to 

hold the same significance.  

A village malae space is often ritually activated for the ceremonial events and exchanges that 

accompany any large village or district event that involves many people, such as church 

dedications or the investitures of paramount chieftain titles. During the exchanges between groups, 

which are an important part of those events, fine mats, tapa cloth, cotton cloth, cooked pigs and 

other foods, and money are paraded back and forth from two sides of the malae. The vā between 

the groups, the binding separation, bound further by the exchange, is activated.  

As the unfurled fine mats are paraded forward, people from the receiving side move forward 

to receive the mats near the middle of the physical vā between the groups where they fold the mats 

and bring them back and out of the vā space. This has practical reasons as well, but the attitude of 

a respect for the space between is also embedded. Similarly, when the large pigs, barrels of salted 

beef, and boxes of canned mackerel and other foods are brought by the men, they are placed on the 

ground some distance in front of the recipients. After the exchange is completed, young men of the 

receiving side, come forward to carry these items. These practices also have practical explanations, 
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but respecting the mutually understood vā and boundary is salient. At one event, the young men 

placed the boxes of tinned fish too close to the recipients and were admonished by their chief for 

this action as being impolite. 

The mata and vā of point-field spatiality are expressed in the architectural openness of 

Sāmoan fale.  The post themselves hold the structural significance of supporting the large dome 

shaped roof, but that significance becomes social metaphor when there are formal meetings in the 

structure and people sit according to their status and rank at different posts. The front central posts 

of the structure are the place for orator chiefs. The middle post of the round end called the 

matuātala is for the highest-ranking ali’i to sit. Lesser ranking ali’i sit at other posts of the tala, 

and other lower ranking orator chiefs sit at posts on either side of the front posts. Matai of lower 

rank who have no posts to sit are termed vā i pou. Those without titles or even lower in rank with 

respect to the others present sit at the rear side of the house and outside at the rear of the house. In 

this sense the posts as spatial points in the house floor plan signify points or positions in the social 

structure.  

 

Figure 18: A meeting of village matai in the village meeting house in Faleū, Manono Island, independent 
Sāmoa. (2004, photo by Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn). 

 

The fact that the fale is open with posts (as opposed to having solid walls) accentuates the 

experience of the posts as mata and the vā as the interval between the individual posts and also 

between the interior and exterior of the structure. If one adds walls the pection of the posts from 

both exterior and interior space is lost. While point-field spatiality is not dependent on this open 
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Sāmoan architecture (i.e., where posts holding up the roof replace walls), this architectural form 

signifies point-field spatiality as  an important phenomenon of daily life experience. Point-field 

spatiality is also expressed by the absence of walls in that a vā between the interior and exterior of 

the house is facilitated. If there were a wall, that vā (understood as the between space) is visually 

and physically interrupted or broken. In investigating traditional Sāmoan thought, walls were 

viewed as an artificial boundary that obstructs the vā dynamic created in the indoor/outdoor flow 

(a point further examined in the following chapter as generative Principle #6).  

A change in posts that a person with a particular title sits at signifies a change in, or challenge 

to, the social order. Such a case occurred in village of American Sāmoa. A young man, who had not 

spent much time in the village, was selected by his descent group to hold a particular matai title. At 

the investiture ceremony he sat at the matuātala post, the one reserved for the highest-ranking ali’i. 

Other chiefs of the village argued that the title in question did not belong at that post. The young 

man and his lawyer did additional research and discovered that according to the written fa’alupega 

of the village recorded five decades earlier, the title was of the appropriate rank and status to sit at 

that post. Political shifts in the structure had occurred since the last time the title had not been 

occupied, so the contemporary order no longer recognized that earlier status.  

The ethos for spatial openness extends beyond wall-less houses to the general village 

environment. Making fences between households or at land boundaries between plantations is not 

a common traditional Sāmoan practice, though current trends show this practice is increasing, 

typically in more urban and more densely populated villages closer to urban areas. When travelling 

through Sāmoan villages, one might also note the continuous seamless well-kept weed-less 

grounds between households. For the villagers the boundaries are clear, though invisible to 

visitors. This feature signifies that a village is harmonious and unified. That meaning is reflected in 

the proverb, o le fili vā i fale (‘the enemy between the houses’). The enemy is the weeds, which 

signify petty quarrels between families that do not threaten the peace of the community, but 

nonetheless make lives less harmonious (Schultz 1980:31).  

A general Sāmoan ‘common sense’ landscape practice is to work on surrounding household 

grounds on a daily and weekly basis. Every morning it is the children’s chore to collect all the 

leaves that have fallen on the family compound during the night. Later on, often in the late 

afternoon, other family members, (usually older women), spend hours meticulously weeding 

patches of ground, particularly areas of the compound that are meant to be plant free, for example 

covered in a layer of smooth river pebbles, or lava rock. Often a neighbour might come to weed on 
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their side of the invisible boundary while they engage in sociable conversation, thereby both 

socially and physically involved in ‘teu le vā’ (adorn or tend to the vā).  
Figure 19: Common task: pulling the weeds that grows in the cracks of rocks on the family compound, a 
form of ‘teu le vā’ (‘tending to and adorning the relationships or space between’) 

 
(photo in Sili, Savai’i, 2004 by Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn) 

An American woman married to a Sāmoan man, and living in a household composed of 

different members of his family in American Sāmoa once described their Saturday house and yard 

cleaning routine, complaining that everyone but herself seemed to just about ignore the inside of 

the house (which was an enclosed falepālagi) spending hours and hours on the outside grounds. 

Inevitably, she said, she always ended up cleaning the bathroom, then quoted the American saying, 

‘you can tell the character of a person by the cleanliness of their bathroom’. Clearly, it was not just 

different people and different chores, but different cultures at work. These landscape practices are 

congruent with the concept of vā found in a number of Sāmoan social practices, such as tapua’i, 

teu le vā, and tausi le vā (Appendix E). That harmony and beauty, as opposed to the more abstract 

concept of function, is the focus of these practices resonates in Tā-Vā Theory (Māhina 2008a & b; 

Ka’ili 2008). 

While boundaries do exist in the landscape, they are not strongly demarcated in physical 

terms, but rather most often through planting of trees, particularly coconuts. Trees planted at 

boundaries areas serve as reminders about mutual understandings about the relationship expressed 

in terms of a boundary. As Lehman and Herdrich (2002:189) point out, this means that boundaries 

may or can shift to accommodate shifts in power in social relationships. Lehman and Herdrich 

mainly focus on the issue in terms of land boundaries. At one point Herdrich cites the example of 
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his own landlord chief who explained how the land boundary with the neighbour was right in the 

middle of the road, which was unpaved. The chief was against paving the road, because a cement 

road would be more permanent, which gave less chance of the boundary being changed.  

The Lands and Title Court of independent Sāmoa and the High Court of American Sāmoa 

see a continuous stream of cases disputing communal family land boundaries. Other land boundary 

issues are worked out outside the courts. Trees planted as boundary markers by one neighbour are 

sometimes cut down by the adjacent neighbour. A neighbour may plant crops across the ‘boundary 

line’, even though they have enough spare land on their side.  

Another Sāmoan consultant discussed a Sāmoan spiritual belief about land boundaries. This 

informant cited a number of examples including one of a chief who returned to American Sāmoa 

who wished to re-establish the land boundary by walking it. This could be dangerous because of 

the Samoan belief that if one is wrong the spirits of the deceased of the land will cause misfortune 

and even death upon the person and other family members. The chief in question lost both his life 

and the life of his daughter in the same year. His daughter fell from a cliff near to the disputed 

boundary and the matai himself died from a sudden illness never diagnosed by western medicine.  
This example illustrates boundaries are a focus for expressing disharmonious relationships 

and reflecting challenges in them. As Tamasese (2005:8) states, “Conflict assumes when the tua’oi 

or boundaries within are transgressed or misunderstood. Conflicts are products and reflections of 

disharmony”. Part of these challenges derive from the influence of outside ideas about space, 

property and boundaries, particularly in the experiences of Sāmoans returning from long term 

residencies overseas. As people wish to rely less on developing and maintaining mutual 

understandings about relationships, they tend to use other less traditional, more fixed forms of 

boundaries, such as fencing and/or walls within and around their household areas, or building 

walled houses to live in.  

Temporality and Sociality of Constructing Houses 

Temporality in relationship to built forms and spaces can be considered in several ways. The 

first is the temporal life span of buildings, which includes how long buildings last before they 

either deteriorate and fall down, or are deliberately taken down and rebuilt (or not rebuilt). 

Remodelling, extensions and renewals, which may extend the life of a building, are related to this 

aspect but change in materials, form and design may also be involved, even though all or part of 

the original structure may be incorporated. The first aspect concerns the temporal order through 

which buildings get constructed and the attending social relationships and rituals that facilitate this 
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order. Second is the temporal structuring of uses of building space after buildings are built. The 

third aspect concerns the life span of houses and their transitory nature. All three of these temporal 

aspects of buildings and their spaces were researched and compared with published observations 

of others. These temporal aspects are an important part of the society/built environment 

relationship.  

Translating the often-repeated expression that architecture is the art of spatial construction to 

Sāmoan requires consideration of the Sāmoan concept and term vā (i.e. Sāmoan architecture is the 

art of vā construction). Construction of vā occurs in the temporal dimension through actions, 

activities and their meaning to the social process and relationships from which it draws. That 

temporal dimension assumes a temporal order that is itself also part of the vā construction, in both 

its social and spatial aspects. Both the physical construction of the house and the uses of the 

house’s space after construction is completed implicate vā in spatial, social and temporal ways., 

what Māhina (2004b: 88) poetically refers to as the “‘beating’ of vā.” Māhina uses this expression 

directly in his Tā-Vā theorization of art as a form of social activity involving a mode of tā-vā 

conversion (and transformation) from a situation of chaos to a state of order. That order signifies a 

unified state of being closely associated with aesthetic beauty and social harmony (ibid).  

This interpretation is reflected in the activities surrounding the physical construction of a 

Sāmoan house, what Allen (1993:96) refers to as the “framing of the construction process.” As a 

social activity, the construction of a Sāmoan fale, particularly a traditional Sāmoan guesthouse, 

initially involves, the formal and well-crafted creation (or re-establishment) of a vā (in social 

terms) between the contracting sa’o (head) chief and the matuaofaiva o le tufuga fau fale (head 

master carpenter). This involves the chief identifying a potential matuofaiva and visiting him and 

his family to meet, and make the request. If received positively, custom mandates the creation of a 

contract (orally recited) between them, which the drinking of ‘ava and the matuofaiva’s acceptance 

of a fine mat from the commissioning chief (called in this relationship, the taufaleali’i) 

consecrates.  

The contractual relationship established is a feagaiga (a special relationship of mutual 

respect characterized by harmony), drawing analogous similarity to brother/sister, or ali’i/tulāfale 

relationships. It is in that feagaiga relationship that the matuaofaiva tufugafaufale, his crew (which 

primarily consists of younger males of his extended descent group, including his adult male 
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children) and sometimes his wife, whose position/role in the construction is called meana’itāua20 

come to the village of the taufaleali’i as special guests to conduct this important work. The 

orchestration of social relations in the relationship is carefully balanced to reduce potential 

conflicts and promote harmony.  

The taufaleali’i appoints on of his representatives (could be his tulāfale), the taufalemau to 

ensure that all the material needs of the construction as demanded by the matuaofaiva are met. The 

matuaofaiva also has his mediating representative called the taufalefeagai. The matuaofaiva is 

given the highest respect and addressed as agaiotupu (companion of kings). Traditionally, the host 

family served the carpenters three hot meals per day, and ensured the carpenter team was well 

cared for during the building process. While there may be some variations in the details of what 

this involves, and changes have occurred over time, the need for good treatment still remains. For 

example, in one case observed, the family bought all new pots and dishes to cook for and serve the 

carpenters. These were all then given to the carpenters in addition to all other payments and 

protocols of respect upon the completion of the building project.  

The construction occurs in distinctive parts or stages of construction starting from the 

erection of the main central posts, which support the middle itu section, followed by the two round 

ends, each in succession, to form the tripartite construction of the fale. The stone foundation and 

paepae, which extends the foundation beyond the perimeter of the house, and which depends on 

the labour of the taufaleali’i’s family and village, typically occurs last, after the rest of the house is 

built. The end of each important stage for an important house is celebrated with a ritual feast and 

ceremony, which typically involves also some payments to the matuofaiva and his team. 

An important dimension of constructing any important new house is the creation of a 

temporary structure where the house timbers are cut and shaped before being brought to the house 

site to be placed and lashed together. This structure is called the faletā. Informants noted this was 

an important aspect to document. Its presence near the site of the house construction stands as a 

visual sign that the house is under construction. The various social relationships constructed for the 

purpose of this technical construction must be respected and nurtured properly. Its removal after 

the completion of the construction indicates a new stage in the life of the house as it becomes a 

new lived-in space for the users (as opposed to the builders).  

                                                
20 The term, meana’itāua, or the significance of the head carpenter’s wife, within the construction process is not 
described by either Allen, or the earlier ethnographers or observers (Turner 1861; Handy and Handy 1924; Buck 1930; 
Kramer 1902-1903). Informants for the current study, however, often mentioned the importance of this position to 
understanding the cultural values and practices associated with building projects. Presentations to the wife of the tufuga 
in building projects was witnessed on several occasions.  
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The association with tā derives from the fact that the carving and shaping of the timbers is an 

action referred to as tā, (since the adze strikes the wood), as is also the action of cutting down the 

trees in the forest or plantation. The cutting and shaping of the timbers usually occurs in or near 

the fale tā some distance away from the site of the house construction itself. Buck (1930:11) 

describes a traditional rule of the carpenters that if any house piece is found to require more 

shaping with the adze, that work had to be done back at the fale tā, a practice which still continues 

today. In the construction of one important faletele, the fale tā was constructed 30 meters or more 

from the house site, necessitating an extensive amount of carrying back and forth of the individual 

house parts, in particular the individual sections of the arching purlins (fau).  

The activities at the two sites, however, were very different. Tā involves the cutting away of 

material to create properly shaped and sized fabricated wooden house pieces. That activity is 

separated from, and made external to the contrasting activity of placing, joining and lashing (fau) 

those different wooden pieces together into a formal and beautiful form of spatial construction. 

Again, the recursive pattern of tā is external to vā through this separation of the fale tā and the 

actual house construction. 

During the ritual exchanges at the completion ceremony of a church the meana’itāua21 

(matuofaiva’s wife) sat prominently next to her husband at one end of the large open space being 

used as a ritual malae. The hosts divided the payments of cash into thirds. The first two thirds was 

placed before the meana’itāua, and the final third to the matuofaiva himself. The first payment 

given to the meana’itāua was considered the personal payment to the matuofaiva while the second 

payment, which was delivered to the matuofaiva, is understood as the amount he will distribute to 

his team. The special presentation of fine mats to the meana’itāua called the fulumageso honours 

her vital role in the building process as the wife of the master builder.  

Informants repeatedly explained the interdependency of social relationships that are also 

understood to operate at an invisible spiritual level. A circle of village chiefs sits in a house near 

the construction site as the tāpua’i (support) for the duration of the construction. It is the host 

family’s duty to feed them day after day as the tāpua’iga is considered a kind of service. This 

activity both honours and supports the construction endeavour, and, in fact, helps the structure 

come into being with greater meanings and importance for the family and community. 22 

                                                
21 This term was given to me by a number of informants, but could not found in any existing ethnographic literature on 
Sāmoa.  
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Allen (1993:101) employs Erving Goffman’s (1974) ‘frame analysis’ theory to view the 

ceremonial interludes of feasting and payments at specific intervals of the construction as a form 

of temporal bracketing of component parts of the construction. These events may be ‘external’ to 

the technical process of construction, but from a Sāmoan cultural point of view are vitally 

important to the success of the building project. These conventionalized practices stand as marked 

perimeters or boundaries ‘neither part of the content of activity proper nor part of the world outside 

the activity (Goffman 1974: 252 as cited in Allen 1993: 97). Allen (ibid) uses the analogy in 

Western theatre of the “dimming of lights and raising of the curtain to mark the beginning of the 

performance and the reversal of these signals to indicate the closing.” Those conventions stand 

external to the content of the play itself, and yet, temporally signify important points in its 

progression (i.e. beginnings, intermissions, and endings). This analysis resonates with the previous 

discussion of tā and vā and point-field temporality. 

These ceremonial interludes that mark the various construction phases (e.g. erection of the 

central posts) are the temporal brackets between which the construction phases fit. The ceremonies 

may be seen as vital to the social process of the construction; they renew the pledges and the social 

order required in order for construction process to reach a successful conclusion. In this sense, 

these ceremonial interludes operate as more than simply dimming of lights and raising of the 

curtain in the theatre. They reinforce important social relationships, hierarchy and 

understandings.23 Implied within the physical construction is the understanding that the structure 

will become the form and venue for the continued and repeated social construction of space 

through various activities and events that occur there.  

Temporal Orders in Spatial Activities 

Once a structure is built, the temporal dimension of architecture is found in the temporal 

ordering of uses of the structure and its space over time and the periodic need to maintain or 

completely rebuild the structure. An important observation made with regards to Sāmoan uses of 

space, particularly in the more traditional open Sāmoan architecture, was its multiple types of uses 

over time. The ‘space’ of a room, which in a traditional Sāmoan house is the entire house, is used 

for different activities at different times. This flexible use of space over time may be contrasted 

                                                
23 Similarly, as I observed, it is often the case for the carpenter team to start off each day with an ava ceremony and a 
prayer, which is viewed to help support their cooperative team spirit while also honouring the position of the 
matuaofavia. The ‘ava was continually served and available throughout the day to drink informally during breaks near 
the construction site. 
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with other architectural practices in cultures that treat specific spaces in more fixed functional and 

symbolic ways.  

While it is difficult to generalize Western spatial and architectural practices across different 

cultures and time, the Western use of space seems more spatially (as opposed to temporally) 

demarcated in the architecture. The separate spaces for sleeping (bedrooms), eating (dining 

rooms), talking with visitors (living room), etc. the interior spaces of houses in other societies, 

such as the Berber of Algeria (Bourdier 1990b), have been described in highly structural and 

compartmentalized ways in which the space of a house is divided up both physically and 

conceptually into distinct areas, each with fixed and atemporal symbolic and practical associations. 

According to Bourdieu, those spaces fit into a cultural logic of analogous oppositions of male and 

female, light and dark, or moist and dry.  

Such structural categories do not fit into a Sāmoan cultural logic. The Sāmoan cultural 

practical and symbolic use of village built space cannot be analyzed in this way because the 

structuring of space is not atemporal. In fact, the multiple use of and meanings of space occurs 

through temporal and social structuring. For example, the space of a malae can and is made sacred 

for the time frame of an important ceremonial occasion. The aumaga (the organization of untitled 

men of the village) surround it in a formation. A conch shell is blown, and the orator declares it 

sacred and no one shall trespass its sanctity – no uncalled for noise or steps shall be made in that 

space.24 The conch shell at the end of the event releases the taboo and people freely walk and 

conduct other activities in that space. The same thing also occurs on a smaller scale at the meeting 

of chiefs for an ‘ava ceremony in a house.  

This temporal bracketing of social space for celebratory events of community and family 

represents a continuum with the temporal bracketing of the physical construction of built as 

discussed in the last section. Space is manipulated and constructed in terms of a desire to represent 

(or potentially transform) a social hierarchy, which is understood to be part of that space and event 

and not necessarily viewed as inherent to the individual participants. This understanding 

underscores previous ethnographic insights, such as Shore’s (1982:136) point that Sāmoans “focus 

on the contextual grounding of experience” as opposed to things unto themselves, or Mead’s 

(1937: 286) observation that Sāmoans tend to interpret each situation in terms of a social hierarchy 

in which “their eyes are always on the play, never on the players, while each individual’s task is to 

fit his role.”  

                                                
24 The declaration of ‘sacred space’ in a meetinghouse during an ‘ava ceremony is standard Sāmoan practice.  
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The flexible use of space through temporal bracketing in Sāmoa is logically contiguous with 

the flexible sense of the person and identity, such that as Mead (ibid) pointed out, “the separation 

between the individual and his role is exceedingly important to an understanding of Sāmoan 

society.” This means that temporally bracket physical and temporal space frames each situation 

and the roles and positions that will be taken. So as Mead points out: 

The skilled carpenter or canoe builder becomes, by virtue of his mastery 
and control over a given piece of work, a chief for that occasion, and 
must be addressed with all chiefly honours, although once the occasion is 
past, he maybe only an untitled youth. Conversely, a high chief who 
wishes to call upon a taupou who is visiting his village, may explicitly 
lay aside his title and resume the title of a young manaia. As such, he 
may behave as he could were he not holding the title of a chief. (Mead 
1937:286)  

This flexible view of the person together with the inherent need to see and experience social 

hierarchy in each situation has a particular effect on the relationship between space and social 

position and relationships. As such, a person’s social position and the way one is treated socially 

and the way one behaves become highly connected to one’s spatial position within events. This is 

why to sit at the front post of the house means to assume the position of an orator during a meeting 

even if one does not hold an orator title and likewise for the individual who sits at the end post is 

associated with the ali’i.  

 The flexible situational use of space produces a particular sense of order through the temporal 

dimension that calls for temporal brackets to separate situations and activities from each other 

temporally rather than spatially. This point field temporality means that time is experienced not as a 

container continuously being filled and going by through human activity, but more as a string of 

events, each judged and remembered through its own internal characteristics of individual roles 

being played and actions. The ability to change roles and position (even personal character) to fill 

situational needs is an important expectation on individuals in the society. The house space itself 

reflects specific orientations for which action takes place. Space however appears to take on its 

meaning through temporal order and social actions.  

Mortal Buildings – Immortal Houses 

The final aspect of the temporal dimension in relation to built form to examine concerns the 

life span of buildings, which is also important to viewing the society/built environment in a 

number of ways. For one, when buildings are built or rebuilt more frequently, their form and 

design may be adjusted to accommodate and reflect socio-cultural changes that have occurred. 
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Longer lasting more durable buildings create greater possibilities for a ‘lack of fit’, which either 

compels people to rebuild new forms, or to re-modify their behaviour to fit the new kinds of built 

forms and spaces. The investment put into the initial building of structures and their expected 

lifetime before reconstruction is an important part of the ‘fit model’ (Lawrence and Low 

1990:460). 

The humid tropical climate of Sāmoa, which intermittently may include destructive cyclones, 

together with the fact that the main part of the house is made of organic materials (wood, thatch, 

coconut husk twine) means that the traditionally built houses are not as long lasting as in some 

other places in the world where the materials of construction (e.g. rock) last longer and/or the 

climate (dry and/or colder) is different. Allen (1993:100) reports the oldest houses she could find 

in her fieldwork area of Fagamālō “barely date back to the period around World War II.” Several 

examples of traditional Sāmoan fale that date back to the1920s were found in this study. Many are 

still in good shape and with the original main timbers. Many of the trees chosen for the 

construction, such as poumuli for posts, are known to be long lasting and termite resistant, and 

specific traditional treatments of the timbers, such as soaking in salt water, were known to help 

them last longer. In any case, the life of a well-built traditional Sāmoan fale is roughly the same as 

a human life, barring other types of natural disaster, such as fire or major hurricane. 

The social importance of a house also affected its life span. The more important houses, such 

as the main residence of a chief, and/or the descent group guesthouse, and even more so, a church, 

holds greater social significance in the community. More is invested economically and socially 

both into their initial construction, and their maintenance, so on average their life span is longer 

than ancillary structures, such as additional faleo’o for sleeping, umukuka, etc. An example is the 

main faleāfolau of a family in Falefa for whom longitudinal observations date back to 1971. It had 

been built in the late 1950s. Its dimensions were 40 feet long and 18 feet wide. The floor was 

surfaced with polished cement and the main interior columns were made of cement, and painted in 

different colours, but the rest of the roof construction was traditional, including the thatch roof. It 

served as the main house of the family, where the chief, his wife, and single daughters slept, where 

the meals were served, and guests received. On occasion it served as a chief’s meeting house, at 

which point the few simple pieces of furniture such as a single bed used for storing fine mats and 

bedding during the day were quickly removed. At that time, the house became momentarily a 

sacred space for the village chiefs’ ‘ava ceremony and meeting and young people and children 

were taught to treat it as such.  
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The structure, surrounded by orchids and other ornamental flowers and shrubbery, was set 

back about 50 feet from the village road. River pebbles, raked clean every morning, covered the 

interconnecting spaces of the compound, between the main structure and the other various smaller 

ancillary structures on the compound, consisting of several faleo’o, an umukuka, and a falevao 

(toilet). The shower pipe had no building, but as is typical in Sāmoan villages was open to the 

elements. Well-placed smooth black lava rocks, comfortable to sit on, were placed at its base, and 

dense tropical foliage surrounded it on three sides. 

These smaller structures over the years changed more frequently, their life times in sync with 

fluctuations of household composition as various related members – aunties, cousins, their 

spouses, etc  came to be part of the household – for periods, and as children grew up and left or 

brought in spouses and bore more children. In addition, a major new structure, a wooden planked 

enclosed European house was built directly next to the faleāfolau, its equivalent distance set back 

from the village road giving it equal status. Over time, this structure was extended with an indoor 

kitchen with kerosene burners, bathroom, and additional bedrooms. The increasing number of 

industrial consumer products (e.g. television, stereo,) and other household products were now kept 

in this enclosed and easily locked structure, and increasingly members of the family slept in this 

structure, and also sometimes guests were received in it.  

In 1990, the highly destructive Hurricane Ofa hit the Sāmoan Islands, ravaging people’s 

plantations, and also many houses, including the faleāfolau of the family in Falefa some seven 

years after the father and mother of the family had passed away. It took another ten years before 

the structure was rebuilt, but in the newer style, as an open European style house with funds 

provided by one of the grandchildren, who earned the income from working on a large American 

tuna fishing boat.  

This example of family household architecture, which is fairly typical in Sāmoa for these 

years, signifies not only the transitory nature of Sāmoan architecture, as Allen (1993:99) describes, 

but also the relative transitory nature of structures within a family household. As such, the main 

family structure typically has a longer life span than the smaller ancillary structures. The lower 

economic and social investment in the ancillary structures together with the fact that they were not 

built to last as long functions to accommodate and maintain ‘fit’ between the changing household 

and its needs over time. The relatively longer lasting, socially and economically more invested 

faleāfolau, which was the main structure of the family, lasts longer and becomes a material symbol 

of family stability and continuity over time. It is associated with the family matai title and the 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter IV: Substance and Order A’ano ma Lagimalie  
 

 151 

family’s means of identity and place in the village, including a post in the village council, which 

governs the village.  

Two final points emerge from this discussion. The first is that the pattern of multiple separate 

structures on the family compound gives a certain level of independent identity to each building as 

a separate structure of the landscape.  Yet, that identity always stands in relation to the other 

structures on the compound. This permits a relative higher level of flexibility to make adjustments 

to maintain ‘fit’. The ancillary structures are also less expensive and less socially invested. 

Changes in those structures bear less effect on the status and relationship of the family to the rest 

of the village. This may be compared to the construction of the falepālagi and the use of continual 

extensions and renovations, which change the status of the entire structure. In this case, any part of 

the structure in disrepair affects the overall view of the structure as a whole, and repairs and 

renewals are relatively more expensive. It is in this manner that the multiple structure pattern, as 

opposed to single larger structures with divided spaces, holds greater flexibility.  

The second point relates to the relationship of the guesthouse (which in the above example, 

also doubled as the chief’s main residence) and the family’s matai title, which gives the family 

political representation and identity within the village polity. The fit in this case is between the life 

span of the structure and the succession of the family matai title from generation to generation. 

The re-construction of the family guesthouse is often a key project of a newly bestowed chief and 

offers a means of expressing a chief’s agency as a leader to manifest and symbolize the corporate 

descent group and its significance under the title to the society. In this regard, several cases25 were 

found, in which a previous titleholder in his mavaega (the last publicly announced wishes of the 

chief) directed that the guesthouse not be torn down and reconstructed, but rather maintained and 

renovated after his/her passing. This engenders some obligation upon the successor to respect 

those wishes by choosing renewal and maintenance, as opposed to demolition and rebuilding as a 

means of demonstrating agency and leadership as the new chief for the family. In either case, the 

limited longevity of Sāmoan buildings, as largely influenced by the durability of the materials, 

appears to be largely in synch with the orchestration of Sāmoan social organization and its 

reproduction over time.  

                                                
25 The two cases were 1) the Leoso Ripley guesthouse in Leone Village (American Sāmoa), the guesthouse (a 
traditional faleāfolau) associated with the Mata’ia title in the village of Vaimoso near Apia, built in 1947. The structure 
was originally a faletele (of the round style) situated closer to the sea where the village was originally located. In this 
former incarnation it was historically connected to the Sāmoan Mau movement, the Sāmoan passive resistance against 
the oppressive New Zealand regime in Western Sāmoa during the 1930s.  
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The Sāmoan house is designed and built in such a manner that it can be disassembled and 

transported to a new location for reassembly. This feature made it possible for Sāmoans to 

traditionally gift houses, a practice that occasionally occurred as part of new wedding, the house 

being a gift of the groom’s family to the bride’s. The rock platform on which the house stood, of 

course, was maintained at the original location. The ability to disassemble and transport a house is 

then also part of its transitory nature, a point that Allen (1993:99) also describes. In its new 

location the house comes to symbolize and mark in the landscape the relationship between the two 

groups, such as the descent groups of the groom and the bride.  

The customary house name derives from the house site, the land on which it sits, so the name 

at the new location would be changed. In this way, the guesthouse name, as it is associated with 

the ancestral house of the descent group, lives on in perpetuity as fixed and permanent just as the 

physical site on the land cannot be changed. That relationship stands analogous to the relationship 

of the chieftain title, which is in fact the name of the descent group ancestor, and the living holders 

invested with the title, only temporally as part of its perpetuation.  

Chapter Conclusion: Substance and Order in a Sāmoan Worldview 

The chapter has explored the concepts and practices of Sāmoan architecture within a cultural 

system of meanings that comprise a Sāmoan worldview generated in the more traditional Sāmoan 

village life style based on communal lands under the custodianship of the family matai. While this 

life style and worldview is seen to be under pressure wrought by change, it still persists and bears 

influence to the degree that Sāmoans continue to find security and identity in (as well as feel 

constrained by) the traditional systems. The aim was to elicit the cultural significance of houses 

(fale) in that worldview, an aim essential for the study as it helps conceptualize an understanding of 

the architecture/society relationship in Sāmoa. Only from that understanding can we go about 

investigating the ways that change in one inter-relate and associate with change in the other. 

Towards this aim the conceptual place of fale within a broader schema of cultural meanings 

was analyzed to find that fale conceptually fell into two different broad realms or domains of 

cultural meanings and associations: ‘Substance’ (A’ano) and ‘Order’ (Lagimalie). Each of these 

domains was made up of three overlapping spheres of cultural meanings, which were diagrammed 

as models depicted in Figure 9 (for Substance) and Figure 13 (for Order). This schema was 

developed to describe a traditional Sāmoan worldview and find the conceptual place of fale within 

it.  



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter IV: Substance and Order A’ano ma Lagimalie  
 

 153 

The conceptual sphere of fale is found in both domains and can be understood as laying at 

the nexus of Substance and Order in a Sāmoan worldview, which the chapter has extensively 

described ethnographically. An important analytical tool in the chapter has been developed and 

utilized using Lakoff and Johnson’s idea that linguistically embedded conceptual metaphors 

significantly pervade underlying ways of perceiving (and thereby acting in) the world. Such 

conceptual metaphors meaningfully link different areas of experience helping to structure the 

worldview.  

Figure 20: Diagram integrating SUBSTANCE (Figure 9) and ORDER (Figure 13) to reveal FALE 
as significant to both broad domains of cultural meaning.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

The diagrams for SUBSTANCE and ORDER are combined in Figure 20 (above) to illustrate 

the cultural significance of architecture in Sāmoan culture. The diagram shows fale as an issue of 

substance in connection with the other two spheres  fanua (land) and fanau (children and 

reproduction). The intersection of these three spheres led to understandings about the materiality of 

the house in Sāmoan culture. The diagram also shows how fale figures prominently in the broad 

cultural meaning domain of order in concert with the other three spheres signified by the Sāmoan 

terms vā, mata and tā. Each of these conceptual spheres was also detailed ethnographically for 

their cultural meaning to develop understandings regarding the three other component dimensions 

of the study  sociality, spatiality and temporality.  
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As the diagram indicates, temporality emerges from the conceptual intersection of vā and tā, 

while an understanding of spatiality emerges from the intersection of vā and mata. vā is the 

common denominator of both space and time, but also of sociality, which is shown emerging from 

the intersection of fale, mata and fanau. Here, the term fanau (children or birth) stands more 

generally for people (fanau being the mode of their reproduction over time). Mata (the eyes and 

points) implicates the vā, since the spatial dimension is largely sensed through the eyes; and social 

relationships are largely constructed and articulated in spatial terms. The significance of the house 

posts as important points for sitting in a house to signify social order when formal meetings occur 

cannot be missed. It is through the sitting at different posts with different spatial positions in the 

house structure that people denote their social status (found at the intersection of fanau and fale) 

within the group meeting in the building structure on any occasion.  

Architecture is the art of spatial construction so the concept of house-form emerges in the 

intersection of fale and vā. The form of the house does inform (based on coded meanings) how 

social life in the house is to be structured and played out over time. Houses (fale) are both built on 

and of the land (fanua), which is why their materiality mediates the interface of people (fanau) and 

land (fanua) and why building materials (rock, trees, etc) lie at the intersection of fale and fanua. 

The cultural ideas and practices signified by these terms and their connected associations were 

ethnographically described in detail with numerous examples from fieldwork to illuminate their 

constituency within the worldview.  

 Time and space are ontologically part of a ‘single level of reality’  but they are experienced 

through their localized cultural epistemology and find expression in language, arts, and social 

practices (Māhina 2008a,b). Cross-cultural differences in these epistemologies constitute a 

particular sense of ‘order’ in any specific culture. Space, and time, are, however, abstract concepts 

so conceptual metaphors are often used to bring them into cultural understanding (Lakoff and 

Johnson 2003). As introduced at the beginning of the chapter, a common Western metaphor for 

space is that of a container. That metaphor allows people to think in terms of ‘filling up a space’, 

‘having enough space’, ‘possessing and owning space’, etc. This concept of space then implies the 

need for preset boundaries, because this kind of space only exists and becomes understandable 

when boundaries are established first (Lehman and Herdrich 2002). However, there are other ways 

(and metaphors) to conceptualize space and time, and these vary across cultures. Geographer, 

David Harvey, “was among the first geographers to insist that space is not given and absolute or a 

‘container’ into which intrinsically ‘non-spatial’ things are stuffed” (Hubbard 2004:183).  
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The chapter has described how fale conceptually and physically embodies issues of 

substance from which identity and formation of social groups is in part founded. Through the 

spatial and temporal dimensions of its form, fale becomes an issue of order. The theoretical 

perspectives of House Society, and Tā-Vā Theory supported by the theory of point-field spatiality 

largely supported the analysis of the ethnographic material. That analysis, in turn, helped spawn 

new understandings about the applications of those theoretical perspectives, and furthered insights 

about four important dimensions of the study: materiality, sociality spatiality, and temporality in 

Sāmoan architecture and associated Sāmoan socio-spatial and temporal practices that extend to the 

areas both in and between house structures as the total landscape.  The discussion has revealed the 

cultural significance of certain aspects of traditional Sāmoan house forms, such as open sides, 

posts, and multi-building households. The next chapter continues that examination, investigating 

the generative principles by which Sāmoan built forms and spaces constitute a physical habitus for 

both reproduction and change in Sāmoan culture.  
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V 

 
PRINCIPLES OF SĀMOAN HABITUS 

ANOAFALE1 
 

Chapter V identifies and describes various architectural and spatial features of Sāmoan 

villages as structured by principles that also underlie various cultural intangibles related to socio-

spatial practices of the fa’asāmoa. Tangible aspects of Samoan architectural forms and space are 

thus related directly to the less tangible aspects of cultural orientations, concepts, values and socio-

spatial practices. For this analysis the chapter employs and adapts the concept of habitus, a 

concept, which was found to resonate with the Sāmoan concept of anoafale, discussed in Chapter 

IV. This effort adds a layer to the understandings developed in Chapter IV about how built 

environments concretize cultural worldviews and link them to the actual experience of that world 

through concepts of substance and order in which the house forms a nexus. 

Nine general ‘traditional’ principles of Sāmoan architectural space are identified and 

described in this chapter. These relate to village layouts, to family compounds, to individual house 

structures and their features . These ‘general’ principles are the types of patterns that are culturally 

and architecturally shared across most, if not all, Sāmoan villages, though specific differences 

define each village’s unique place and identity within a larger whole (as described in Chapter III).  

‘Traditional’ refers to those aspects of Sāmoan architecture that existed at the time of 

Europeans incursions in the Sāmoan Islands beginning the late 1700s. They have continued to exist 

and be reproduced to varying extents over time through the contemporary time period under study. 

‘Principles’ refers the specific features (or properties) informing village and household layouts, the 

physical structure and form of building themselves, and the ways those physical spaces, both 

interior and exterior to buildings are culturally associated and used.  

It is not just the architectural and spatial features of the built environment and its uses that are 

the prime interest; those are being viewed as the outward physical manifestations of the generative 

principles that produce them. The aim is to make correspondences between various Sāmoan 

cultural intangibles of attitudes, behaviours, values, customs and the tangible aspects of the 

architecture and village layouts and their uses. 

                                                
1 Alternate spelling (and pronunciation) of anoafale is anofale. Anoafale, the form used here, was adopted from 
research consultant Chief Tauiliili Pemerika.  
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The concept of vā, now fully explicated in the last two chapters, continues in this chapter to 

be an important analytical tool. The concept offers a Sāmoan means of configuring space, time and 

human relationships into a single mental and physical structure described in this chapter as 

manifested in Sāmoan buildings and spatial uses. The detailed discussion of design principles of 

built forms and space as linked to cultural intangibles is foundational to the investigation of the 

sociocultural dynamics and implications of architectural change in the upcoming chapters. 

The nine generative principles considered are: 

Principle #1:  Spatial Ranking & Orientations (front/rear, up/down) 

Principle #2:  Flexible Temporally Bracketed Use of Space 

Principle #3: Village Malae as Village Centre-Front Orientation 

Principle #4: Sāmoan Guest Houses (Faletalimālō 

Principle #5: One Room per Building (leading to multiple household structures) 

Principle #6: Open Wall-less Structures 
a. One room under one roof – no fixed internal walls 
b. No fixed external walls – high level of inside/outside flow 

Principle #7: House Posts 

Principle #8: Rounded Ends: Two-fold Symmetry & Geometry 

Principle #9: Longitudinal Convex Sloping Roofs 

The nine generative principles are listed in a ranked order reflecting their decreasing 

continuity over time during the historical period under study. Those principles at the top of the list 

were observed as more prevalent (and thereby more continuous) than those at the bottom. This 

ranking of historical continuity is analytically useful towards analyzing the relative degree by 

which a principle is generative of cultural practices and worldview. The more generative principle 

tends to reproduce itself more readily and maintain greater continuity and be less subject to 

change. It becomes analytically useful to explore how and why some principles are more pervasive 

than others in their generative capacity. 

Some of the explanation for the variance derives from their varying ontological status. For 

example, principles #1 and #2 hold the ontological status of being the least material of all nine 

principles. They are concerned with ways of making use of and orientating oneself in space and 

time. Because they are tied least to actual building forms or specific places, they are also highly 

persistent and adaptable to reproduction in varying physical and geographical contexts. Principles 

#3 through #5 largely relate to identifiable features of a Sāmoan village and its households, but do 

not define actual individual building architecture. The last four principles, #6 through #9, apply 
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solely to the formal features of ‘traditional’ Sāmoan architecture. Principles #6 and #7 (the wall-

less and posted features) were also discussed in Chapter IV in terms of how space and time are 

conceptually constituted; the analysis here extends that discussion in terms of their relation to other 

generative principles. Operating together these nine principles function as the architectural gestalt 

producing the total physical habitus in which Sāmoan people dwell. 

Generative Principles, Cultural Meanings, Habitus, & Structuration 

 The initial impetus for the examination of generative principles in Sāmoan architecture was 

derived from Roger Neich’s (1985:19) discussion of three traditional features of Sāmoan 

architectural design  1) rounded ends, 2) open sides and 3) a single room under each roof, which he 

described as ‘generative principles.’ These architectural features correspond to Principles #6 and #8: 

‘open sides and a single room under each roof subsets’ or open wall-less structures and ‘rounded 

ends’ respectively.  

Neich’s limits his analysis to viewing the architectural form of individual buildings only so his 

list is shorter. His perspective is that of the individual designer/builder of those forms, rather than 

that the ‘dwellers’. He applies the concept of generative principles not as architectural features that 

help generate practices or cultural meanings, but rather as a ‘structural grammar’ (or generative 

grammar)2 the designer/builder uses unconsciously when going about the process of creating 

buildings. The extent to which the builder uses all, or any of, these three ‘generative principles’ 

determined for Neich the level of ‘traditional’ by which he classified the village structures he 

surveyed in his 1983 study of material culture (and its changes) in Western Sāmoa.  

In contrast to Neich’s use of the term, the application of ‘generative principles’ in this chapter 

relates more directly to how the architectural features help generate cultural behaviour and practices, 

as opposed to a ‘design grammar’ from which the builder creates. This application largely grew out 

of investigating the concept of habitus as developed by Pierre Bourdieu and Marcell Mauss. The 

particular analytical intentions here also help explain the expanded list of principles. For example, 

house posts are included here as a generative principle, but not by Neich for the obvious reason that 

house posts are implied in the design of a house without walls. Consequently, Neich does not include 

posts as a feature. Yet, posts figure in the current list because posts, in and of themselves, constitute a 

separate set of cultural meanings and significations within cultural behaviour that stands separate 

from the wall-less feature. Additionally, a house can have both posts and walls.  
                                                
2 Henry Glassie’s (1975) analysis of change in folk housing in middle Virginia inspired Neich to adopt and apply this 
concept of ‘generative principles’ or grammar in his study of Sāmoan houses. This application, which takes language 
as a metaphor for architecture, borrows intellectually from Chomsky’s idea of ‘generative grammar.’ 
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Another intellectual source utilized is Amos Rapoport’s (1969, 1990, 1994, 2001) work on 

the relationship of culture and architecture; a field of study Rapoport calls ‘Environment/Behaviour 

Relations’ (EBR). Rapoport describes the built environment as “mnemonic, a form of congealed 

information reminding people how to behave” (Moore 2000, 181). The cultural meanings 

expressed in the particulars of the built environment may be classified according to high level, mid-

level, and low-level meanings.  

High-level tend to be the most esoteric, cosmological in nature, and least assessable to the 

general population. In contrast low-level meanings are basic functional everyday meanings that 

most everyone knows. For example, stairs are a feature to use to get from one level to the next in a 

structure. The general population understands mid-level meanings, but not as well as low-level 

meanings, which are more obvious. Mid level meanings tend to relate to issues of social status. For 

example, corner offices in Western culture, or the end post of the Sāmoan meetinghouse both carry 

mid-level meanings signifying symbolic space of higher status. As such, particular parts of the 

environment are viewed as supportive of specific components of culture. Rapoport’s ideas mediate 

the concept of generative principles in the built environment (as per Neich’s use) to both 

Bourdieu’s and Mauss’ concept of habitus as well as Gidden’s structuration theory.  

The term habitus derives from the ancient Greek philosopher, Aristotle who discussed the 

hexus (Greek for “state”), which the medieval scholastic, Thomas Aquinas translated into habitus 

(Latin for habit). In contemporary social theory, French sociologist, Marcell Mauss (1934) used the 

term to describe a system of ‘body techniques’ (techniques du corps) that incorporates all of the 

bodily skills, habits, discursive knowledges that a person acquires through socialization in a 

culture.  

For Mauss, habitus is those aspects of culture anchored in the body. Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 

1992) first adapted the term in his 1967 post face to Erwin Panofsky’s Gothic Architecture and 

Scholasticsm. He further elaborated habitus as part of his social theory in conjunction with other 

key concepts, such as praxis (practice) and field. Those theoretical efforts aim to bridge the 

dichotomization of objectivist structuralism and subjectivist agency, a way of explaining both the 

reproduction and transformation of social structures.  

Bourdieu’s habitus consists of socially learnt dispositions, skills and ways of acting, which 

are largely unconscious beneath the level of conscious ideology. The unconscious level makes the 

habitus both a powerful generator of practices, as well as an important constraint on the ability of 

individual human agency to create fundamental cultural change. Habitus does make adjustments 
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and thereby changes as it meets new objective structures brought about by historical events, such as 

culture contact, and does allow within limits for human creativity and agency in social practices 

(Bourdieu 2002:30). 

The employment of the habitus concept in the analysis incorporates both Mauss’s (1934) 

concept of habitus as ‘body techniques’, which predispose people to experience or dwell in the 

world in particular ways, and Bourdieu’s (1985, 2002) concept of habitus as “a system of durable, 

transposable dispositions which function as the generative basis of structured, objectively unified 

social practices” (Rapport and Overing 2000:2).  

The particular use of the concept for the current study, however, does not view habitus as 

purely anchored in the body (as in Mauss’ definition) or as a mental construct (as in Bourdieu’s 

theorization). The usage here views habitus as reverberating within and between mind, body and, 

of particular interest to this study,  building architecture. This concept of habitus directly merges 

with, and adds to, the understandings developed through materiality theory and cultural landscape 

theory, and in fact remedies some of the critiques levelled at Bourdieu’s theory that remain “firmly 

rooted in communitarian objectivism” in which agency is “reduced to a seemingly passive power 

of reacting (habitually) to social-structural prerequisites” (c.f. Jenkins 1992 in Rapport 2000:3). 

Architecture is changing in the Sāmoan context and can be viewed as an agent (through the 

designers and builders) of societal changes.  

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus links to the emergence of the theory of embodiment within 

anthropologies of both ‘place’ and ‘the body’ (Low and Lawrence- Zúñiga 2003:3), an approach 

that describes places as spaces significantly invested with and defined by sets of cultural meanings, 

just as the human body, similarly invested, is ultimately the ‘place’ from which space (and places) 

are experienced, defined and structured. Architectural spaces not only shape the experience and 

perception of space, but also how people move and relate to each other socially as bodies in that 

space. For example, in traditional fa’asāmoa, one does not sit in a chair, eat at a table or sleep on a 

bed (raised off the floor), but rather one sits and sleeps on the floor; the only ‘furniture’ is a variety 

of types of woven mats. Those physical ways of holding the body in space relate to culture at 

phenomenological levels, simultaneously influencing the experience of one’s body in both place 

and space in relation to other bodies. 

The attraction to the employment of the term habitus stems in part from how the word 

phonetically and semantically resonates with its close relatives  habit, inhabit, habitation. Those 

terms also call forth the term ‘dwelling’ as both a noun (the physical structures that people build 
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and inhabit) and the verb (the act of inhabiting space). The chapter aims to apply the concept of 

habitus as it relates to, or is constitutive of Sāmoan architecture. In this manner, the buildings 

themselves, the spaces and forms they define and give expression to, are the habitus, 

unconsciously acting as a ‘structuring structure’ that facilitates (if not generates) specific ways of 

experiencing and constructing the social world. 

Bourdieu does not explicitly attribute buildings or architecture as constitutive of habitus, but 

rather only alludes to the idea. His most explicit description and analysis of architecture is found in 

his earlier anthropological work in Algeria, and inserted as an appendix (The Kabyle House or the 

World Reversed) in his The Logic of Practice (Bourdieu 1990a). In summarizing his analysis of the 

Kabyle house he states: 

The house is organized in accordance with a set of homologous 
oppositions –high:low; light:dark; day:night;  male:female; nif:h’urma;  
fertilizing:able to be fertilized. But the same oppositions also exist 
between the house as a whole and the rest of the universe. (Bourdieu 
1990b:275) 

The strong binary structural framework in this analysis also reflects the popularity of this form of 

analysis in anthropology during the 1980s. Nowhere in the article does he mention the term habitus, 

though the germination of the concept is suggested when he writes:  

In fact, the meaning objectified in things or parts of space is fully yielded 
only through practices structured according to the same schemes that are 
organized in relation to them (and vice versa). (Bourdieu 1990b:273) 

Bourdieu does not pose the term, habitus, in that essay, nor does he reflect upon the Kabyle 

house as incarnated habitus in his later theoretical discourse on praxis. However, to have done 

either would have been helpful to his theoretical aim to bridge theoretical divides between 

describing objective structures and subjective experience, that is, between structure and praxis as 

well change in social systems as result of human agency. As Certeau (1984:58) suggests, “It is 

indeed the dwelling, as a silent and determining memory, which is hidden in the theory under the 

metaphor of the habitus, and which, moreover gives the supposition a certain referentiality, an 

appearance of reality.” 

 Bourdieu’s theoretical use of the term habitus corresponds to a socialized, largely 

unconscious set of understandings of the cultural meanings of the ‘dwelling’ as both noun and verb  

that is both the physical structure to be inhabited, and the practices by which it is inhabited. While 

‘ethos’, ‘modus operandi’, and ‘common sense’ are terms that have been equated to habitus 

(Certeau 1984:58), the more specific conceptual understanding of habitus is necessary. It is 
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possible then to consider architecture as habitus, a structuring structure that both reflects and 

shapes Sāmoan cultural processes of inhabiting their village environs.  

The problematic part of this application of the habitus concept is the extent to which 

architecture is understood to be generative of, as opposed to reflective of, social practices and 

culture. This very issue echoes the critical voices of Bourdieu’s theoretical apparatus as being 

circular. Social structure produces habitus, which produces practices, which produce social 

structure. Materiality and cultural landscape theory address that problem by viewing the 

relationship as mutually constitutive. Yet, some delineation is analytically important, at least for 

addressing the problem of this study. Interpreting the invisible hand of habitus as the visible and 

material hand of architecture allows for some level of delineation because architectural and spatial 

features of the built environment hold a certain level of temporal fixity; they are reproduced or 

changed periodically, but not necessarily exactly in rhythm with societal changes. (This point was 

also discussed in the temporal dimension of architecture described in the last chapter.)  

Anthony Giddon’s (1984) structuration theory, like Bourdieu’s habitus, explores the 

relationships between social structure and praxis within larger processes of culture. Structuration, 

however, places more direct emphasis on the micro behaviours of routine daily life (as well as 

ceremonial rituals), which always have spatial and temporal dimensions and are constitutive and 

productive of larger macro structures of the society. The theory supports describing the “routine 

patterns of behaviour through which social reproduction and change occur (mostly 

unintentionally).” These “are always structured temporally and spatially” (Hubbard, Kitchin and 

Valentine 2004:132). Applying the notions of habitus and structuration to detail various traditional 

Sāmoan architectural features and spatial practices in relation to less tangible cultural features (e.g. 

cultural customs, values and social structures) provides the basis for examining continuities and 

changes in architecture in the following chapter.  

Principle #1: Spatial Rankings & Orientations  
Principle #1 derives from the phenomenology of the human body in space relating to the 

world, or inhabited landscape. As Tilley (2004:4) points out, from the ontology of the human 

experience are derived “six basic concrete dimensions: above/below; in front/behind and to the 

right/to the left.”3 In applying a phenomenological perspective Tilley (2004:26) also points out 

how this is not simply a mental construct, but flows from the sensorial body, which embodies the 

                                                
3 The Sāmoan linguistic terms for these dimensions include luma (front), tua (rear), luga (above), lalo (below), agavale 
(left), taumatau (right). 
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mind. In the upright morphology of the human body with eyes on the ‘front’ side of the head, 

above/below, front/rear hold a particular relation to these spatial orientations.  

In a highly status conscious, hierarchical society such as Sāmoa, these spatial orientations 

and dimensions become the basis of spatial principles that guide both human behaviour and 

architecture. ‘Above’ and ‘high’ denote higher status, as does ‘front’. To inscribe a hierarchy of 

space in the built environment of Sāmoan villages requires the establishment of a fixed point in the 

village to represent ‘front’ and ‘centre’. The malae (village ceremonial grounds), the sacred 

political centre of a village, plays this role (see Principle #3). This malae space is then in ‘front’ of 

all village buildings, or luma fale (Neich 1985:9), whether the village layout is more linear or 

concentric (Shore 1982:50-51).  

Village buildings emphasize the malae’s centrality and ‘front-ness’ by ‘facing’ towards the 

malae space. Those structures defining its edges, typically the guesthouses, outrank structures 

further to the periphery and rear. The most prominent guesthouse of a village, associated with the 

highest-ranking title of the village, is signified by both its height and by its location closest to the 

centre of a malae, or by a position at the ‘head’ long end of the malae. For it to be associated with 

any lesser ranking title would be deemed as unfathomable. 

Within households, the larger main residences, connected with the higher ranking members 

of the household will take a ‘front’ position in the household compound, while smaller and lower 

ranking structures associated with lower ranking people and activities of the household, such as 

‘cooking’, will be placed to the rear (i tuā fale) (Shore 1982:50; Neich 1985:9). Service (tautua) 

moves from the rear towards the front. This is most easily seen when food is served from a rear 

house or room where cooking is done, to a space where it is laid out on trays, before being served 

in the front where it is eaten.  

This pattern repeats within structures themselves; each has a higher ranking front side (the 

side closer to the malae or the road) and a lower ranking rear side. In the house, front side of the 

house, defined as the side that faces either the road or the malae, constitutes the front and ranks 

higher than the rear side. When a family is holding a formal discussion the higher-ranking 

members (the matai and his wife) sit on the front side, while the lower ranking (‘children’) sit in 

the rear. When a family is receiving visitors, its members may all sit on the rear side with the 

matai in the middle, while the visitors sit on the front side. When chiefs meet, the orators sit on the 

front side while the high chiefs sit on the ends. 
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Within a house, as on the malae, front and rear is also perceived on the centre/periphery axis. 

Moving towards the centre of the structure from the front or rear side is also movement i luma 

(towards front). This becomes behaviourally articulated in a Sāmoan ‘ava ceremony. After the 

ceremonial debate among the orators about who will be give the main speech of the day, the 

‘winner’ shifts his sitting position several feet forwards towards the centre of the structure, 

establishing his position. Moving to the outside of a house from any side is also moving ‘i tua’ (to 

the periphery), just as moving away from the side (or off) a road is also termed ‘i tua’. To be ‘in 

front’, then, is also to be in a more public space at the centre of people’s attention. Such space 

exerts a performance pressure on an individual’s behaviour to conform to the cultural dictates of 

that space.  

The centre/front to periphery/rear axis also finds a corollary in Sāmoan typologies of human 

behaviour. Shore (1982:155) describes, the centre, in particular the malae, and secondly, 

guesthouses, spaces where important political ceremonies and exchanges of community life occur, 

is conducive of aga, viewed as the more virtuous, more dignified form of behaviour (mamalu), 

necessary for conduct of society. Contrasting with aga is amio, which may be judged as good or 

bad, but is attributable to individual character, impulse and whim. This is seen as more expressible 

and permissible in rear regions of a household and a village, outside the public centre of people’s 

attention. 

The complementary nature of the aga and amio and their corresponding spatiality are given 

perfect expression in the Sāmoan siva dance, also discussed by Shore (1982:258). The dancer 

centre stage, a role classically fulfilled by a taupou (ceremonial maiden), performs a dance with, 

subtle and constrained movements wherein the beauty is judged by the fluidity and grace of the 

movements, embodying Sāmoan ideas of virtue and dignity (i.e. aga and mamalu). 

Dancers on the periphery perform the ‘aiuli, a clowning dance, full of unconstrained, 

robust, wild, impulsive and often athletic movements, embodying the concept of amio, but seen to 

emanate from the uncontrolled excitement generated from the beauty of the central dance, as well 

as to complement it through contrast. It is considered extremely wrong, however, for an ‘aiuli 

dancer to move in front of the central taualuga dancer, except in a lying down position. A common 

practice today, (not done traditionally), is for one of the ‘aiuli dancers to run and leap from the 

periphery to lie down in front of the central and front taualuga dancer, with a desire for her to put 

her foot, or even better, stand upon his back. While the central dancer is the centre of attention, the 

total aesthetic is best understood as embodied in the complementary relationship and contrast 
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between the dancers and their movements at both the centre and periphery. When entities of the 

periphery come to the centre and/or front, then the spatial contrast is reconstructed in terms of high 

and low. As such, dance, performs these structuring principles, which are also significant in the 

village landscape, imaginable as concentric circles with the malae at the centre (Shore 1982:48). 

Becoming socialized into Sāmoan culture requires acquiring the ‘body techniques’ (i.e. 

habitus in Mauss’ sense of the word) generated from these same structuring principles, that is, 

habitual behaviours that spatially demarcate respect for social relationships and status. The 

structuring principles are (by the definition of habitus) transposable; they may operate 

independently of in the village landscape. That is because they are also embodied. Thus, from an 

early age most Sāmoans becomes habituated to avoid walking in front of a higher-ranking person, 

particularly between two higher-ranking people who are facing each other, to stoop low and say 

‘excuse me’ when necessity forces one to walk in front of a higher status person and to sit on the 

floor cross-legged rather than standing in a house, particularly before addressing, or being 

addressed by, a person of higher status. Those behaviours are classed as fa’aaloalo (showing 

respect), a word whose root is alo, the front, smoother side of something, as well as a polite word 

for stomach.  

Most Sāmoans are well aware of, and habituated to these behavioural spatial and 

architectural principles of Sāmoan culture: they are considered to be ‘common sense’. Whenever 

these principles are not followed – where a lower ranking matai’s guesthouse moves out closer 

into the malae space, or has a higher foundation, considerable disharmonies and complaints can be 

heard, just as a child who walks without thinking in front of a sitting adult, particularly one sitting 

on the floor, is to be admonished and taught.  

Principle #2: Multiple, Temporally Bracketed Uses of Place  

 Traditional Sāmoan spaces and the uses of constructed space/places change over time. For 

example, a village’s sacred malae where ceremonial bestowals of paramount chieftain titles take 

place is the same space where the village plays, and other types of village activities occur. 

Likewise, the space in the fale where an old woman wakes up in the morning may be the same 

space she sits and weaves during the day, where she and her family then eat their family meals, 

and make their evening vespers together, or where a family meeting may be held before the 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter V: Principles of a Sāmoan Habitus Anoafale  
 

 166 

mosquito net and sleeping mat are pulled out again for the old woman to sleep that night. As such, 

Sāmoans do not share the common Western ethic that demands different spaces for different 

functions, such as bedroom for sleeping or a dining room for eating. Even within more Western 

style houses, one often finds Sāmoans do not treat the rooms according to their designed functions. 

For example, bedrooms may be treated more like storage and closet areas of the household, with 

bedding unfurled each evening and laid out for householders and even guests to sleep in the front 

living room, in a manner that resonates with the traditional practices. 

The underlying ethic behind this structuring principle appears to be an antithesis to Western 

ideas. In planning an event with Sāmoan staff at ASCC, it was considered improper to ask guests 

to move from space to space, for example, to watch a movie in one space, and then move to 

another to eat. When one arrives at an event, one is given one place to be and should not be 

expected to have to move from it. As a result, lower-ranking people and objects are moved to 

facilitate different activities. 

 Similarly, when people come to a gathering and it is time to eat, they are not asked to move 

to a different space where food will be served; rather the food is served to them in the place they 

are. In a traditional fale space, they will be sitting around the perimeter of the house cross-legged 

on the floor, (at the posts if it is formal). In a less traditional space, they may be sitting on chairs at 

the perimeter of a large open room. With the growing popularity in American Sāmoa of sitting in 

chairs, people now make use of small folding tables, which can be brought to the seated person 

and placed in front of them immediately before food is served.  

This principle appears in many other contexts from the major events to daily rituals of 

preparing children for school. For example, a Sāmoan mother preparing children for school each 

morning might sit in one place from which she irons the children’s clothes, then dresses them, and 

asks them to bring things, like brushes or hair gel from other places to her. She them kisses them 

goodbye without having moved more than a few feet from where she slept. The underlying ethic 

and structuring principle in all these different cultural manifestations is that people of authority and 

rank stay in a fixed place, while lower-ranking people and objects must move to them. Space is 

reconstructed for different functions. This principle results in the flexible use of space, which also 

explains the Sāmoan spatial aesthetic for keeping space open and uncluttered. Where modern 
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furniture, such as chairs and sofas, is used in a house, it is most often placed at a room’s perimeter 

to keep the central space open.  

Principle #3: Village Malae 

Whereas Principles #1 and #2 are clearly transposable, the malae are place-bound, non-

transposable, entities of Sāmoan village landscapes. Malae, also embody Principle #1: they are in 

effect mutually constitutive as part of a broader gestalt of a village habitus. Each, however, has its 

own dimensions. As such, malae are not merely a design feature fulfilling a functional need for a 

centre and front orientation, anchored in the landscape. Rather, the malae’s centrality and prestige 

stem from a historically emergent process as the seed or kernel for the development of nucleated 

Sāmoan communities or nu’u. 

Much of the understanding about malae presented here stems from work conducted in 1998 

on a documentary entitled Malae: Sacred Ground (ASCC 1998). The production of this 

documentary illuminated the significance of malae and the malae name within the traditions and 

political order of each village. Those understandings were further reinforced through the current 

project, in which village case studies always included investigating the village malae and its name, 

in relation to other aspects of the research. Interviewees (primarily matai) in the film, Malae: 

Sacred Ground discussed the significance of the malae: “malae is the heart and soul in the life of a 

Sāmoan village.” Another interviewee explained: 

You cannot have the fa’asāmoa without the malae. It’s the truth, to me, 
as a to’oto’o [high talking chief of Manu’a], because it’s the first thing 
that comes to mind for a cultural event, such as a funeral or a wedding of 
a high chief. Without the malae it has no meaning. (ASCC 1998) 

Another matai in the documentary states: 

It’s critical to maintain in the heart of the Sāmoans that the concept of the 
malae does not stop with the open space – because it does reflect the 
relationships to the gods and the relationship to the inner self and how the 
relationship is brought to a realistic bearing on the life of the people. 
[Yet] it is very critical to maintain the openness and preserve that 
physical part of the malae because it becomes the embodiment of soul of 
the Sāmoan as the Sāmoan lives in his village. (ASCC 1998) 

As noted previously, malae appear in the Sāmoan myth of creation as the official meeting 

grounds of the gods both in the heavens (lagi) and in their earthly visits in the lalolagi (earth) 

(ASCC 1998). The etymology of the term malae provides further clues of this significance. As the 

script in the documentary states: 
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The word malae is composed of two parts – ma and lae. Ma means the 
collection of opinions, statements and expressions and refers to the 
wisdom and knowledge in an assembly of people during a traditional 
meeting or fono. Lae refers to the body of many parts, and in this context 
means the body of land where the exchange of views and expressions 
take place. (ASCC 1998) 

In all cases these sacred grounds, whether in the heavens or on the earth, figure as important places 

where thoughts are gathered, decisions made, and order created. The presence of malae (before 

house structures) within the Sāmoan creation story further signifies the how deeply rooted this 

feature is within the Sāmoan habitus. 

Malae remain today as a central identifying feature of all Sāmoan nu’u4  in terms of each 

village’s oral traditions, a locus of important community events and ceremonies, and as a 

physically orientating spatial centre of every Sāmoan village. All 80 villages of American Sāmoa 

and the 330 villages of independent Sāmoa have at least one village malae. A few villages, such as 

Leone in Tutuila, only have a malae in name, the open central space of the malae has been greatly 

reduced through development. Yet, any ceremony in Leone still begins with the ceremonial 

salutations praising the dignity and honour (mamalu) of its malae. 

Principle #4: Sāmoan Guesthouses (Faletalimālō) 

If the malae embodies the spirit and soul of the whole village, then each guesthouse 

(faletalimālō) embodies the spirit of its associated ancestor, also incarnated in the intangible 

dimension of the chieftain title. Faletalimālō are high in continuity on the list of generative 

principles because of their continuing presence and reconstruction in Sāmoan villages, in spite of 

material and design changes. Such changes are conservative in contrast to those of other village 

structures.  

 Various faletalimālō around the village malae are associated with one of the village’s 

various chieftain titles. This articulates the village’s political order, physically and visually, and is 

referenced in each village’s ceremonial greeting call (fa’alupega). Most significantly, guesthouses 

represent the material manifestation, or as Allen (1993:66) puts it, “a concrete visual symbol” of 

                                                
4 This meaning of malae connects direction with the polite Sāmoan term for nu’u (village) – alaalafaga. The term 
alaala itself signifies a gathering for conversation and social exchange, and faga is bay, the location of the majority of 
Sāmoan villages, from both pre-contact to contemporary times. 
5 Ventilation, the ability to catch a fresh breeze, may be considered somewhat separately from just temperature. Most 
house structures do not have air conditioning. In fact, a number of Sāmoans believe that air conditioning is not healthy, 
nor particularly, are electric fans. One informant gave an in-depth explanation about how airflow generated by an 
electric fan can cause the flu, particularly among infants; a sleeping baby I was told must be hand fanned while he or 
she sleeps. 
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the corporate identity of the descent group (‘āigapotopoto) associated with the title to which the 

guesthouse belongs. As such, guesthouses are a material objectification of their sa’o title, the 

ancestral name of the descent group founder. Each has a life of its own passed down in perpetuity 

through living members of the descent group. When the title is passed to a new member, that title 

becomes the member’s new first name. A person is then called by the title name, which is said to 

‘fa’aola le suafa’(‘continuing to bring the name to life’). Through maintaining the guesthouse, and 

creating a positive reputation through ceremonial exchanges in the community, sa’o holds the 

responsibility to promote the prestige of both the sa’o title and the corporate identity and solidarity 

of the descent group itself. Though the sa’o retains jurisdiction over the guesthouse during his 

tenure, the structure and its land continues to be the property of the entire descent group. The 

authority over the structure passes from one titleholder to the next, regardless of how closely they 

are related by blood. The associated structure used as a residence immediately behind the 

guesthouse may be used as the residence of the incumbent chief. This may sometimes necessitate 

the eviction of the current occupants who may be the immediate family of the previous titleholder. 

Alternatively, the new chief may allow the current residents to remain there, while he maintains 

residence at a different location.  

  This social dynamic also explains why some families build an additional guesthouse on 

their own compound when one of their members holds the title. That guesthouse may serve as a 

more private type of ‘sub-descent group guesthouse’ for later when that branch no longer holds the 

sa’o title. In such cases, the incumbent chief has his associated guesthouse near his residence so 

does not change his residence or move other people around. In independent Sāmoa, the continuing 

trend of sub-dividing the same title among various branches of a descent group has resulted in 

multiple guesthouses in a village associated with the same title.  

In accordance with Principle #2, multiple types of activities may occur in the guesthouses. 

The main uses observed in fieldwork included: formal welcoming, usually an ‘ava ceremony of 

visitors into a village, and possibly lodging there as well; gatherings of extended families of a 

descent group for meetings and fa’alavelave (with the ritualized exchanges of contributions and 

reciprocal gifts); village matai council meetings (usually in the village’s highest ranking orator’s 

laoa), or meetings of any of the other village associations (e.g. aumaga, etc); formal collective 

weaving by the faletua or tausi women’s associations; polling stations at times of elections 

(observed in American Sāmoa); seating of spectators of village cricket games; community or 

family based bingo games (for fundraising purposes).  
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The most critical activities are the welcoming of guests and the gathering of the extended 

family members for important meetings and occasions. The other uses are more or less making 

use of the structures when they are not required for their most important intended uses. The fact 

that the guesthouse, which has many different uses, is called a faletalimālō (structure to receive 

guests) emphasizes the high importance and prestige placed in the culture on having a special 

place to receive guests. In a speech made during a dedication ceremony (umusaga) for a 

guesthouse construction followed in fieldwork, the minister said, “The great intent of the high 

chief’s house (maota) or a talking chief’s house (laoa) – is to receive guests. It’s a house for 

others.” The Sāmoan ideology behind the guesthouse not being inhabited in by the family 

connects to Sāmoan ideas and values of hospitable space. Though hospitality is practiced in any 

structure, the fact that the formal hosting of visitors occurs in the prestigious guesthouses 

associated with the higher-ranking space of the malae expresses the high value placed on 

practices of hospitality in Sāmoa. This prestige was reflected in the following story Chief 

Pulefaasisina Tuiasosopo related about a conversation with a French dignitary in France: 

The Frenchman had said to me, “as an expression of our warm hospitality, 
we French say to our guests, ‘We welcome you to our hearth’, to which I 
replied to the Frenchman, 'that may be so, but we Sāmoans say, ‘The land 
you stand on and the house you sit in has been made sacred through your 
visiting us’”. (Pulefaasisina P. Tuiasosopo Interview; February 2005)  

Besides reflecting a Sāmoan way of distinguishing their own practices and values from other 

cultures, this statement also suggests a reciprocal dynamic for prestige accrual. Visitors accrue 

prestige by being welcomed in the prestigious structures of the guesthouses, while at the same time, 

those guesthouses and malae accrue the prestige by their association with the people and activities 

that occur there. Establishing and nurturing important social connections and exchanges with those 

from other places is highly valued. This point underscores understandings about the general 

importance and value placed in Sāmoan cultural traditions on travelling (malaga) (Grattan 1948) as 

well as the theorization of this mobility for understanding contemporary transnational Sāmoan 

mobility in relation to the Sāmoan concept and practice of vā, particularly within the context of 

kinship, a topic that has been researched by geographer, Lilomaiva-Doctor (2004, 2009).  

 Sāmoans view the spaces and structures of their guesthouses and malae as reflecting 

specifically Sāmoan values and ideologies, which they contrast with more Western ideas and values, 

such as private property and individualism. Such Western ideas are regarded as antithetical to the 

values and practices most closely associated to malae and guesthouses. But, sometimes, the 
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influence of those values fuel disputes about the value of maintaining malae and guesthouse 

structures, particularly in American Sāmoa.  

Principle #5: One Room per Building (Multiple Household Structures) 

 The principle of one room per building, or one room under one roof leads to a principle of 

multiple household structures. Each household building spaced around the compound constitutes a 

“room” of the household, and as the household grows, additional structures are built to 

accommodate. This principle directly relates to the traditional Sāmoan architectural principle of 

architectural openness, which necessarily involves two aspects: no internal house divisions (Neich 

1985:19) and no external walls or house sides. The prominence of a household in terms of its size 

and structure might be measured by both the size of its main structures and by the total number of 

structures on the compound.  

  As additional structures are built in response to the growth of a household, these will 

generally be placed to the rear of the main structure associated with the main matai of the 

household and will be seen as subservient to it. The spatial ranking of front/rear (same as 

centre/periphery) determines that practice. The founding couple of the household, typically matai 

and wife, and their unmarried daughters and perhaps a few of the adopted grandchildren sleep in 

the main residential structure. The younger married couples and their young offspring, as well as 

unmarried sons of the matai, will sleep in separate smaller structures (typically and traditionally, 

faleo’o) spaced to the rear of the main structure. The umukuka (cook hut) is placed furthest to the 

rear, and bathrooms and toilets are usually placed on one side and a little to the rear of the 

compound, though, it is inappropriate for the toilet to be too far to the rear, or too close to the 

umukuka, where cooking is done. This layout structures the household space appropriately to the 

internal rankings of the household membership, and the ranking of different types of activities.  

 Whereas Principle #5 may appear simply an outcome of Principle #6, that may not be the 

case. Many households in Sāmoa contain multiple structures (three to six being common), with at 

least some of those structures being falepālagi (walled structures) with rooms, while other open 

structures may have enclosed extensions. Factors other than the principle of architectural openness 

are at work in Principle #5, including socio-cultural structural principles within the household (e.g. 

separating brothers from sisters), climactic factors (e.g. increasing ventilation for each structure), 

land issues (e.g. a desire to spread structures out over the land in a manner that helps to claim it), 

and a general aesthetic in which multiple structures visually represent the internal structural 

composition of a household within the experience of everyday life.  
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 Important to the developing argument, however, is to see how multiple structures in a 

household, particularly when they are open, articulate with the overall gestalt of the vā applied to 

the context of intra-household, as well as inter-household, processes. With multiple household 

structures, each individual household structure gains its own identity while being bound in 

relationship to other structures, not a dividing wall (which would be the case if it were a room), but 

by the space or vā between the structures. In this manner, the principle of multiple household 

structures, even without complete architectural openness, also enhances the articulation and 

experience of Principles #1 and #2. The ranking of space from front to rear, and the 

complementary relationship between them, seen in the intra-household social processes of tautua 

(service from the rear to the front) and tausi (the protection and care afforded by the chief to his 

extended family from the front towards the rear) become a spatially enhanced experience, mainly 

through the visual sense. 

Principle #6: Open Wall-Less Houses 
The character of a man-made place is to a high extent determined by its 
degree of ‘openness.’ The solidity or transparency of the boundaries 
make the space appear isolated or as part of a more comprehensive 
totality. We here, return to the inside-outside relationship, which 
constitutes the very essence of architecture. (Norberg-Schulz 1979:63) 

Sāmoan architecture is perhaps the most open of both traditional and modern architectures in 

the world. Sāmoans often say that the open architecture is an important symbol of Sāmoan 

hospitality. This is why they emphasize and perpetuate the open principle in their guesthouses 

more than in other structures. Yet, the concept and practice of hospitality is not only associated 

with the official guesthouses of a village; ideally it extends to any location.  

The absence of any permanent external walls or internal wall divisions together with the 

general traditional absence of fences or walls between village structures and household compounds 

is a salient feature of traditional Sāmoan village space. While it is well adapted to the Sāmoan 

climate, particularly for living without air conditioners, it would be inaccurate to suggest that the 

climate alone determines the wall-less features of traditional Sāmoan architecture.5  

Other indigenous architectures of the tropics, including those in Oceania, have often evolved 

much less open forms than the Sāmoan fale. Other architectural means can keep a house cool. 

Loosely woven walls of split bamboo or other material, (such as the Sāmoan pola) are sufficiently 

porous to let in some of the cooling breeze. Other houses, such as those of the Kanak of New 
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Caledonia, have thick thatch walls that insulate the house from the heat. Thus, patterns of openness 

in Sāmoan architecture must be understood in cultural terms.  

 In lieu of external walls separating inside from outside, the space between the structures, that 

is, the vā, creates the necessary division or separation of space. However, the lack of walls in the 

multiple structures of single households facilitates communication (primarily visual) and 

awareness of relations (social vā) between people and their activities and roles in the household as 

they occupy and move about the various spaces of compound and its structures. All these 

principles (or dispositions) work interactively together to produce habitus, and as one disposition 

is confronted and transformed there is an interactive effect on the generative capacity of the other 

principles. 

Sāmoan practices regarding two other traditional house features highlight the importance of 

openness in the Sāmoan habitus. The first are the pola, the blinds of woven coconut fronds, which 

are normally tucked up under the house eaves between each set of adjoining wall posts. These are 

simply lowered with a quick pull of a string to block low angle piercing sunrays or windblown rain 

from entering a house. The panels still allow the breeze to enter the house, keeping it from 

becoming stuffy. The pola are re-bundled under the roof eave to restore the openness as soon as 

the intrusive weather has passed.6 Keeping pola down once the bad weather has passed is not a 

Sāmoan practice and could in fact create ill feelings or mistrust (Keen 1976:306).7 With the 

exception of Sāmoan beach fale occupied by tourists, pola are not put down for the sake of 

privacy, though it was observed if a person is changing their clothes in a house that is in clear 

public view, he or she may lower the pola for the few minutes required to change their clothes then 

raise them (pola) back up. The second feature are the pupuni, a temporary cloth divider that can be 

strung up in the house, typically used to make a more private sleeping compartment (often in 

conjunction with the mosquito net) for one or more people. Like the pola, these are put away when 

not in use to restore the openness of the house.  

                                                
6 This point is important when comparing the traditional use of pola with the increasingly common use of modern 
plastic or vinyl tarpaulins that do not allow air to pass through. 
7 An exception to this practice of keeping the pola up is when there is sickness in a house, particularly a contagious 
disease, in which case blinds may be lowered, signifying sickness and the difficulty of the family to host guests. This 
was widely evidenced during the 1918 epidemic spread of Spanish influenza in Sāmoa. 
8 A few faletele were found with four inner posts forming the points of an inner square of the house, which in effect 
made this faletele into a very short faleāfolau. In questioning the owner about the reason for this design feature, he 
responded that it allowed the shape of the faletele (lapotopoto) but removed the central visual obstruction of the poutu. 
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The openness of traditional Sāmoan fale usually strikes foreigners to Sāmoa as signifying a 

lack of privacy in Sāmoan village life, rendering life “more public than living in face-to-face 

communities would minimally necessitate” (Keen 1979:305). In response to the implication that 

Sāmoans lacked (or lack) a concept of privacy, HC Pulefa’asisina asserted: 

Sāmoans do have a concept of privacy called patino, literally, to ‘pertain 
to the body.’ If we did not have this concept, then we would not have the 
‘pupuni’ (the cloth divider), which is traditional. The introduction of 
Western walled architecture simply made this concept of privacy easier 
and more convenient to practice. (Pulefa’asisina P. Tuiasosopo, 
Interview; March 2005) 

 The Sāmoan concept of vā tapuia (a space or social relationship that is sacred and taboo) 

asserts the idea of invisible boundaries that people learn to respect through their cultural 

upbringing. Averting one’s eyes from staring directly into the open house of another without being 

invited first and generally averting one’s eyes from someone of authority are ways of creating a 

kind of privacy. Pulefa’asisina’s statement emphasizes that creating privacy through architecture 

plays a difference role in the habitus than creating privacy through other cultural means.  

The Western view of a ‘lack of privacy’ in Sāmoan village life, particularly when everyone 

lived in open houses, has also been an important element of Sāmoan social control, a subject taken 

up in Denis Keen’s PhD (Keen 1979). His primary thesis was that the psychology of Sāmoan 

social control is largely based on external factors as opposed to a psychological internalization of 

behavioural ideals. He states: 

A primary means of external control is the prominent lack of privacy in 
village life (Grattan 1948; Mead 1928). Houses have no walls, exterior or 
interior; mats may be lowered from the eaves for protection against the 
weather, but not for purposes of privacy. To lower the mats when the 
weather is good is both rude and suspicious, and, even if one is willing to 
be thought of in this way, privacy is still not secured, as the lowered mats 
may stimulate the curious to peek. Bathing, whether under a tap or in a 
pool, is a public affair (modesty is maintained by the dexterous use of 
lavalavas and beach towels). Even toilets, though walled, are designed 
for use by two or more persons at a time. Architecture symbolizes the 
public nature of Sāmoan life as well as helping to maintain it. (Keen 
1978:305-306) 

Another emergent theme evolved from people’s discussions about physical and 

psychological health in relationship to type of house structure. Enclosure indicates a non-sociable 

status that may be needed to contain sickness or contagious diseases it but the open-air structure an 

integral part of sustaining both physical and social well being on a daily basis. The ability to see 

your surroundings as well as to be in a highly ventilated space is highly valued. One informant, a 
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middle aged male matai of an extended family household in a village of Upolu, was explicit in 

pointing out that the faleo’o in the rear side of his compound made of local wood and thatch was a 

healthier structure to live in than his front house, which was an open rectangular structure made of 

cement, wood, and iron roofing (a faleapa). He preferred to sit in the rear house because he felt 

healthier in a space made of local materials from the land. This point extended the view of health 

beyond the openness to the actual building materials. 

 Entering and exiting buildings is much easier when they are open and wall-less on all 

sides. This point has implications for many Sāmoan activities and customs ranging from large 

Sāmoan ceremonies to small everyday social exchanges. During ceremonies, such as an ‘ava 

ceremony for example, the ability to enter the house at the point exactly where one is to sit down at 

the sitting post is particularly important as it helps people avoid the impolite behaviour of having 

to walk across the interior space in front of and between people. Openness also makes it easier for 

a person delivering an errand to a matai in a house to appropriately address the matai. The 

observed custom is that the subservient person walks around the outside of the house to the side 

where the matai is sitting, then crouches down near the ground while addressing the matai.  

Alternatively he/she may sit on the edge of the house near where the matai sits. It is rude to 

make a person of higher status have to move or come to the door. Likewise, to enter the house for 

a simple errand involves greater formalities of respect behaviour to compensate for having entered 

the house. The errand may not be worth the formality required of entering, even though it is open. 

The open structure basically makes social interaction for purpose of delivering or receiving 

information or articles much easier. 

The need for easy physical access for entering and exiting structures is amplified in 

ceremonial exchanges in which it is necessary to move gifts of fine mats, clothes and food quickly 

from exterior spaces across interior spaces and back out to exterior spaces on the opposite side. 

While back and front doors on enclosed houses can help this process to a limited extent, open 

structures greatly facilitate the movement. In addition, those on the outside ready to enter with new 

items have visual access to know when they need to start moving. The bigger exchange items, like 

whole baked pigs or sections of beef are carried around the outside of the structure to the opposite 

side, yet in full view of the inside participants.  

Openness is also associated with governmental and political transparency, as well as 

education in political processes. During council meetings of village matai, the aumaga (as well as 

other untitled people) sit on the outside of the open house listening to the proceedings of the matai 
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inside and ready to receive instructions. The political processes that occur in these meetings, can 

be heard by all without intruding on the space of those in the meeting. Sitting outside the fono is an 

important part of the educational process of the aumaga members and facilitates learning the 

verbal and political skills necessary for a matai. 

Principle #7: House Posts  

That posts, not walls, hold up the roofs of traditional Sāmoan houses is of structural, 

symbolic and phenomenological significance. Principle #6 (open and wall-less) and Principle #7 

(posts) reinforce each other. Architecturally, a structure could combine both walls and posts, as is 

reflected in the traditional architecture of much of the rest of Austronesia and particularly 

Polynesia. However, the absence of walls accentuates the house posts that are visually discernable 

both internally and externally to the structure. This gives them enhanced saliency as a generative 

principle of the Sāmoan habitus. In the previous discussion of Sāmoan spatiality house posts could 

be seen as mata (points of power convergence and emanation) between which the vā dimension 

was negotiated and experienced. 

Within the structural and cultural importance of house posts (as opposed to walls), lie two 

distinct categories: the outer perimeter of posts, which Buck (1930:44) calls ‘wall posts’ or as 

‘poulalo’ in Sāmoan; and the larger interior posts that, in traditional structures, support the weight 

of the roof, called in Sāmoan poutū. These hold differing symbolic and physical significance in the 

Sāmoan habitus and must be treated separately. 

Both the traditional classical faletele and faleāfolau have poulalo and poutū. In a faletele the 

poutū will typically number one, two or three central posts and extend much higher than in a 

faleāfolau, all the way up to the ridgepoles. Sometimes a central forked post (magalua) is used. 

The faleāfolau is constructed with two parallel lines of poutū supporting tie beams (utupoto) that 

support the roof structure about a third of the way in from the roof’s perimeter. A faleāfolau will 

typically have four to six poutū on each side, effectively extending the length of the straight 

middle section or itū.8 As a result, not only are the number of poutū increased in a faleāfolau, but 

also the number of poulalo, particularly in the middle itū section, on the front side of which sit the 

orator chiefs.  
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Poutū (Interior Pillars) 

Poutū are the interior posts of the fale. In the faletele there are typically one, two or three 

poutū in the centre of the fale, with three being the most common. Typically a faleāfolau has four 

to six pairs of poutū set in two parallel lines the length of the middle itū section. The more pairs of 

poutū, the greater the length of the faleāfolau, also called the faleutupoto, after the tie beams used 

between each set of poutū. The name poutū means ‘posts that stand’ or ‘make it stand’, referring to 

their key role in holding up the roof in both a traditional faleāfolau and faletele. This point was 

brought home dramatically after the tsunami of 29 September 2009 hit the Sāmoan Islands when 

visiting Leone village in Tutuila, which suffered the full force of the wave. One of the faletele of 

the village stood looking like an umbrella: all of its poulalo had been knocked out, not by the 

wave, but by the debris of the concrete Western house a hundred yards in front of it, which had 

been torn out by its foundation. 
Figure 21: The one central poutū of Samau’u, the guesthouse of Tauilili in Salamumu. (Left) View looking 
up the poutū to the roof peak, showing the eight levels of collar beams (so’a). (Right): The talitali (special 
boat shaped shelf) lashed to the poutū. Rolled mats are typically stored on this shelf. (photos by Fepulea’i M. 
Van der Ryn)  

      

Traditionally, erecting the poutū was the first highly celebrated event in bringing a new 

traditional Sāmoan house into being (Buck 1930:24; Allen 1993:112-115). According to Tamasese 

(2006:4), it created a symbolic link between man and Papa and Elelele, “equivalent to the pute (i.e. 

umbilical cord) and the fanua (i.e. placenta) being ritually buried in the earth.” Tamasese further 

elaborates that the poutū are phallic symbols signifying the procreative abilities of the chief in 
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relation to the land and his people. Most fieldwork informants, however, were not aware of these 

types of symbolic meanings, and where they could be identified, they were seen as archaic and not 

part of contemporary Sāmoan cultural life. One man mentioned he heard that human hair had been 

placed in the posthole under the poutū of the family’s faletele guesthouse, but he was uncertain 

what that signified. 

 

 

The number of poutū is commonly given symbolic value. The most common explanation for 

the typical use of three poutū in a faletele is that it signifies the three village social organizations of 

the matai (titled people, aristocrats who hold the authority), the aumaga (the untitled men who 

hold the physical power), and the aualuma (who hold the dignity). An alternate explanation given 

by a person of Manu’a was that the three poutū stood for the three inhabited islands of Manu’a – 

Figure 22: Avetonu, a faletele 
guesthouse (built in 1967 associated to 
matai title of Ilaoa) in Leone on the 
day the tsunami hit, 29th September 
2009. All the outer posts were knocked 
away by debris of European style 
houses leaving the faletele standing 
supported by the central two poutū. 
(photo by Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn) 

Figure 23: Faleāfolau showing 
six pairs of poutū. Photo from 
the 1950s in the private 
guesthouse of High Orator 
Chief Tuiasosopo Mariota, 
father of High Chief 
Pulefa’asisina Tuiasosopo, a 
key consultant in this project. 
In celebration of a wedding 
green coconut leaves have 
been braided around each of 
the posts. (Photo courtesy of 
Puleafaasisina P. Tuiasosopo) 
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Ta’ū, Ofu and Olosega. In Amos Rapoport’s schema of a hierarchy of meanings in built 

environments these types of symbolic meanings correspond to high-level meanings, the type least 

known by the vast majority of a population and therefore also more easily lost (Moore 2000:186; 

Rapoport 1990). Because they are less well known, they may have less salience within the habitus 

in terms of their generative ability to get reproduced, than mid-level meanings, such as those 

concerned with social status and hierarchy and associated with the outer (or ‘wall’) posts.  

In the faleāfolau, poutū are also used regularly for sitting at during meetings. The inner row 

of poutū on the front side are utilized by the higher-ranking tulāfale, the lower ranking will sit at 

poulalo to the rear. In this manner, the poutū of faleāfolau typically hold middle level meanings, 

though in some cases, such as the guesthouse of Chief Faiivae in Leone, can also hold higher-level 

symbolic significance. 

In traditional Sāmoan architecture, the poutū, particularly in the round shaped faletele, held 

high structural importance from a physical as well as symbolic standpoint, but that importance has 

largely declined. Many Sāmoans, in the interest of having an open, visually unobstructed centre, now 

prefer to build the guesthouses without poutū, and no longer see these interior posts as necessary. 

This means that the poulalo are now taking the weight of the roof, as opposed to the poutū. This 

desire for openness can in some way be seen as generated from Principle #6 (architectural openness, 

particularly in the centre). Perhaps the loss of the high symbolic meaning of the poutū, together with 

the view that it is not structurally necessary, has encouraged this change. Nevertheless, the central 

posts in a faletele, together with their talitali, a shelf made in the shape of double-ended boat lashed 

at eye level across the poutū, accentuate the spatial focus on the centre in Sāmoan space. As Refiti 

(2008:102) states, “One can see that the central column of a faletele is a kind of public space – 

theatrical space – with openness or transparency, at the centre of every Sāmoan domestic space. 

Poulalo (The outer posts) 

The middle level meanings associated with the poulalo are the more instrumental operating 

knowledge for knowing one’s place in Sāmoan spatial contexts. As Buck (1930:60) states, “though 

the small posts [poulalo] are insignificant structurally they become very important ceremonially. 

During formal gatherings each post and section of the house holds significance. The front row of 

posts in the itū, the side facing towards the malae (Refiti 2007b:34), is for tulāfale (orator chiefs), 

with the central post of that front row for the highest ranking of the orators. The posts on the round 

tala forming each end of the house are where the ali’i sit. The central end post (matuātala) at the 
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apex of the curve is reserved for only the highest chief of the village. Matai of lower rank sit in the 

space between posts and are called matai vā i pou (literally ‘matai between posts’). 

 In an ‘ava ceremony to welcome a visiting group, the house is spatially bisected from front 

to back, with the host tulāfale and ali’i occupying half of the front posts and one round tala and the 

visitor matai the other half itū (front side) and the other tala (round end). The taupou or manaia 

(‘princess’ or ‘prince’, the titled daughter or son of the high chief) who mixes the ‘ava and their 

attendants sit at the rear in front of the untitled men present. 

As the principle sitting posts, poulalo serve as a social technology for defining various ranks, 

status and positions in the society. They represent the significant symbolic points in buildings 

through which Sāmoans signify social status, relative rank, position and role within specific social 

contexts including ‘ava ceremonies, fono (formal meetings), or talanoaga (discussions).9 Each 

post, as mata in a structure’s physical space, connects with the mata of the social landscape 

embodied in matai and provides a ritual synchronization of spatial structure (created through 

architecture) with the social structure.  

The structure acts as a continual mnemonic reminder of all the different positions within the 

village social structure associated to each side and post of the structure, that are then enacted at 

times of meetings and ceremonials. Adult informants of both genders understood these various 

posts and their associated social status, ranks and roles within the society. Without this knowledge, 

important vā relationships could be trespassed when these ceremonies are performed. Conversely, 

through these rituals the spatial use of the architecture and its features articulates the invisible 

boundaries and vā relations which Sāmoans construct their society socially and mentally. 

 Poulalo are such an important part of the Sāmoan habitus that, even where they do not exist, 

for example, in Western style architecture overseas, Sāmoans will imaginatively project the 

presence of posts onto the social space as a means to construct ritual space for cultural events 

(Macpherson in Rensel and Rodman 1997:166).  

Principle #8: Two-Fold Symmetry and Two-fold Geometry  

Two-fold symmetry is constituted through an end-to-end symmetry and front-to-rear 

symmetry (Refiti 2007:34). This also means that ends and sides are asymmetrical respective to 

                                                
9 Sāmoan social uses of their house posts to signify social position have been documented elsewhere; see Duranti’s 

analysis of the fono or village council within the faletele (1994). 
 
12 Buck (1930, 86) reports his search for this star on Sao built structures “proved in vain.” However, this study 
identified several structures in Tutuila, and the star becomes elaborately symbolized in the building construction of 
Usoagaleli, a son of a Sao master builder of Manu’a. These are used in a case study in Chapter VI.  
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each other. If all sides are the same, such as in perfect square or circle, then a universal (not two-

fold) symmetry is expressed. The ranking of this principle as number eight does not mean that it is 

invariably seen as having less continuity than the principle of posts, or open sides. In fact, based on 

quantitative surveys, these three principles all come very close together in their level of continuity.  

Faletele (the almost round structure), the faleāfolau (the long house), and the faleo’o, all 

exhibit two-fold geometry (a combined oval and a rectangle) as part of their two-fold symmetry. 

The elliptical floor space consists of a middle rectangular section produced by the itū of the 

structure between two halves of a circle forming the two round ends (tala). This two-fold geometry 

is implied in Neich’s statement of round ends constituting one of the three principles of Sāmoan 

houses (Neich 1985:11). The middle straight itū section in the faletele is highly reduced, producing 

the almost round look due to the dominance of the round tala. In contrast, the faleāfolau has a 

greatly extended straight middle itū section. The itū to tala proportions in a faleo’o are generally 

similar to faleāfolau, only the scale is smaller. Most Sāmoans identify round house ends, together 

with the lack of enclosing walls, as the two most important and distinctive characteristics of 

Sāmoan architectural form.  

Examining contemporary Sāmoan architectural forms today and the various changes that 

have occurred reveals, however, a greater decline in continuity of the two-fold geometry than the 

more general two-fold symmetry. For example, the now common faleapa, an open rectangular 

structure with a corrugated iron roof (apa), developed over four decades as a result of material and 

economic changes and displays two-fold symmetry, but not two-fold geometry. The ‘front’ side of 

a structure is not created through any architectural artifice, such as a façade, which would make it 

asymmetrical. It is understood that the front side is that side closest to the village malae (Refiti 

2007:34).  

The general argument is that the cultural significance of the two-fold symmetry principle lies 

in the asymmetry between the sides and the ends, in contrast to the symmetry between ends and 

front and back. In a rectangular floor plan, asymmetry is expressed only in a difference in lengths 

between the sides and ends; in the two fold geometry of the more traditional forms, the asymmetry 

is expressed much more strongly through the contrast of the middle rectangular space of the itū 

and the two halves of an oval forming the two ends, together producing the overall elliptical floor 

space. Two-fold geometry can thus be interpreted as an architectural (material) manifestation of 

Sāmoan socio-cultural principles of asymmetrical complementary relationships that comprise a 

Sāmoan model of culture, as described in Shore’s (1982) ethnographic account.  
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Shore describes this cultural model recursively and paradigmatically as a multitude of 

asymmetrical but complementary relationships, between things, people, and ideas of different 

status in the society. For example the principle of asymmetrical complementary relationship is 

expressed in the relations between ali’i and tulāfale, sisters and brothers, exchanges of female and 

male wealth and between dignified symbolic power and instrumental power. Those relations, 

denoted also in the concept of feagaiga, are seen to stabilize and create balance in contrast to the 

competitive, less stable, ranked relationships between people and things belonging to the same 

status. Shore’s analysis suggests that the asymmetrical complementary relationships express the 

difference and relationship between form and function in the society.  

Similarly, the asymmetrical complementary relationship between itū and tala in a Sāmoan 

fale manifest the asymmetrical complementary relationship in Sāmoan society that Shore 

describes. The itū and tala sections of the Sāmoan fale can be seen to mirror the ali’i and tulāfale 

relationship. The corresponding spaces of the itū and tala are respectively associated with tulāfale 

and ali’i. The hierarchal ranking comes through sitting at a post in closer proximity to the centre of 

the tala (matuātala) for the ali’i or the centre of the front itū for tulāfale.  

The constrained formal dignified power of ali’i is functionally dependent on the 

complementary instrumental power of the tulāfale. Likewise, the instrumental power of tulāfale is 

dependent on them serving as agents for the prestige and dignity of their ali’i, and their villages, 

resulting in the balanced mutual relationship of feagaiga. While the oratory of tulāfale is seen to 

mediate the dignity and honour of their respective ali’i and relationships with other ali’i so does 

their sitting position in the middle itū section of the Sāmoan fale. The itū section of the house is the 

main support of a Sāmoan fale, the central means of grounding and rooting (through the central 

posts) the celestial like round tala to the earth. That instrumental role signifies and symbolizes the 

same envisioned relationship from ancestral times of the tulāfale as the earthly mediator for the 

heavenly derived ali’i titles.  

The construction process of building a traditional Sāmoan fale (faletele, faleāfolau, or 

faleo’o) and their roof structure further underscores the demarcated statuses of the itū and tala. In 

all cases, the straight itū section is built first, supported with the poutū. The two round ends (tala), 

are built second, attached to and supported by the already standing itū in the middle. The central 

itū functions as the main support of the house, while the graceful curving tala are the major 

contributors to the structure’s form, particularly in the almost round faletele. The instrumental 

power of the tulāfale that sit in the itū is matched by the functional association of the itū, while the 
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constrained dignified power of the ali’i in the tala represent the formal powers of the community. 

Architectural forms operate as mnemonic reminders of important socio-cultural principles that 

underscore social relationships, power, social control, and gift exchanges within the Sāmoan 

habitus.  

Principle #9: Longitudinal Convex Roof Slope  

Principle #9 refers to the longitudinal cure of the roof as it slopes from the top centre of the 

house towards the outer perimeter. This curve adds tensile strength to the structure as well as a 

feeling of lightness to the large roof structure, an aesthetic design to which the following two 

authors allude:  

Entering a guesthouse and gazing into its three dimensional geometric maze 
is not only dazzling but comparable in its own way to staring into the lofty 
heights of a gothic cathedral ceiling. It has the magical effect of drawing the 
entire being of the viewer upward to break the surely bonds of earth. 
(UNESCO 1992:36)  
 
Because of its structure, the fale, especially the almost round faletele, gives 
an effect of great lightness. It floats or rides imposing and light upon its 
foundations. … The fale has the still, perfect beauty of a round Japanese 
lantern, a globe lamp or a soap bubble. But it also has a monumentality that, 
combined with its lightness, makes it unique in the history of art. In one 
tradition of the origin of the Sāmoan fale, it descended from heaven 
to earth. Resting lightly on the earth, the fale looks indeed as if it 
had just touched down and was tethered, but could float heavenward 
again. (Charlot J. www.johncharlot.me/Hawaiian-Polynesian-Native 
American/Esthetics)  

Both quotes allude to aesthetic qualities generated in large part by the longitudinal convex 

sloping roof that comprises Principle #9. The first describes an experience derived from the 

interior, looking up into the roof structure. The second describes a perception of the structure from 

the exterior. However, both suggest that the aesthetic experience generated connects to the sky and 

heavens. That aesthetic experience of the structure is in accordance with Sāmoan oral tradition 

related in Chapter III. As the diagram in Figure 16 indicates, temporality emerges from the 

conceptual intersection of vā and tā, while an understanding of spatiality emerges from the 

intersection of vā and mata.  

Vā is the common denominator of both space and time, but also of sociality, which is 

shown emerging from the intersection of fale, mata and fanau. Here, the term fanau (children or 

birth) stands more generally for people (fanau being the mode of their reproduction over time). 
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Mata (the eyes and points) implicates the vā, since the spatial dimension is largely sensed through 

the eyes; and social relationships are largely constructed and articulated in spatial terms.  

The significance of the house posts as important points for sitting in a house to signify 

social order when formal meetings occur cannot be missed. Sitting at different posts with different 

spatial positions in the house structure denotes the social status of individuals within the group. The 

experience also encompasses the idea of the fale being constructed as a representation of the lagi 

with the multiple level so’a (cross beams), typically numbering nine or ten, ascending to the 

taualuga (roof peak), in correspondence with the multiple levels of the ancient Polynesian lagi, a 

symbolic representation that harkens back to the legends of the heavenly origins of the Sāmoan 

fale’s origin (see Chapter III).  

The longitudinal convex slope may be both aesthetically and structurally important in Sāmoan 

architecture. It developed as part of the expert knowledge of the traditional matuaofaiva guilds. Buck 

(1930:29-31) describes the technique for creating this feature. Once the interior posts (poutū) and 

ridgepole are constructed, the long thin (4 x 1.5 inch) principal rafters or battens (fatuga) are adzed 

from a felled coconut tree, with one side flat and the other bevelled. Pairs of these are fastened 

together at their top ends and attached to the principal ridgepole. 

The desired curve is produced through a number of complicated procedures involving the use 

of temporary struts to bend the rafters until upon determinations of the master builder the curvature is 

temporarily fixed. Then, the rest of the roof structure, including the set of very pronounced arching 

purlins in the round ends, which have such a strong aesthetic affect, are constructed and lashed 

accordingly to conform to and reinforce that longitudinal convex curve set by the principal rafters. 

This method of construction creates a high tensile strength in the roof structure, which “actually 

lightens the weight of the total structure. [Furthermore the strength of the structure is based on] “the 

application of an ancient physical principle, namely the binding together of a multitude of weak 

elements to create a single large strong one” (UNESCO 1992:35). This is one reason why the 

structure has been found to be highly resistant to hurricane-strength winds. 

As the principle with the lowest level of historical continuity, the cultural significance of the 

convex longitudinal slope may be lower in its generative capacity in the social habitus. Of all nine 

principles the convex sloping curve of the roof appears to be the most closely tied to the traditional 

use of hand hewn local roof timbers, traditional building knowledge, and construction techniques. 

The arching purlins (vaega fau), traditionally hand hewn from breadfruit tree wood, are difficult and 

expensive to reproduce using substitute manufactured materials, particular in the larger faletele or 
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faleāfolau structures, where those timbers were highly bound with lashing. These factors makes 

Principle IX rate lower in level of continuity, thus lower in generative capacity in the Sāmoan 

habitus.  

Chapter Conclusion: Anoafale (Habitus) and Sāmoan Innovation 

The examination of nine ‘traditional’ features of Sāmoan village built environments as 

generative principles of a Sāmoan village habitus has illuminated cultural linkages between the 

specifics of Sāmoan architectural built forms and space and intangible aspects of Sāmoan culture. 

The analysis has also revealed the interactive nature of principles. For example, openness of 

individual structures strongly relates to multiple house structures as a means of creating different, 

yet inter-related spaces in a household compound. Openness is a key feature associated both to the 

need for visual communication and interaction with the surrounding physical and social 

environment, and as an expression of generosity. 

The description of generative principles in Sāmoan built forms and space in an order ranked 

from historically most persistent to least persistent revealed an important pattern. The most 

culturally persistent features related to the most general dispositions regarding spatial orientations 

and practices. The more tied a principle was to a particular architectural design feature or 

construction method, the less persistent it was found to be, since it was less able to accommodate 

changes in materials and technologies. For example, the principles of the longitudinal convex 

slope of the roof (Principle #9), or even the round ends (Principle #8), are in much less evidence 

today than they were 20, 30 or 40 years ago because they are more difficult to reproduce with the 

modern industrial building materials that have been incorporated into Sāmoan architecture. This 

observation then raises the question of whether those principles reflecting lower continuity also 

have a weaker generative capacity in terms of cultural practices and worldview. 

The main theoretical underpinnings of the analysis derive from a particular elaboration of 

the habitus concept in which built forms and space are the habitus. That application incorporates 

both Bourdieu’s idea of habitus as a mental dispositions that help generate social practices that 

reproduce social structure and Mauss’s idea of habitus as socially conditioned body techniques 

that embody cultural prescriptions. The main point has been to understand that architecture 

strongly relates to social practices and ways of inter-relating in space, which includes how people 

move and hold their bodies in that space. An unconscious part of the design and construction of 

buildings consists of cultural values and ideas that become reflected in the built forms and spaces, 

which are then conducive to the desired social practices and the values they subscribe. As such, 
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habitus is found embodied and culturally coded in the features of built form, as opposed to being 

purely a construct of mental dispositions or body techniques as described by Bourdieu or Mauss. It 

follows that the culturally learned meanings associated with built forms, such as the various posts 

of the house, the spatial orientations of front and rear, and so forth, act as mnemonic reminders of 

the cultural prescriptions for social practices and behaviours (much of which is in the form of 

‘body techniques) by which culture is perpetuated, as well as adjusted over time. In this manner 

built forms are seen as generative of cultural practices and analyzed as an actualized and 

materialized habitus, as opposed to an abstract, intangible and mental one. The chapter has thereby 

drawn connections between specific tangible design aspects of traditional Sāmoan village built 

forms and spaces and intangible aspects of Sāmoan culture, for example social values, beliefs, and 

practices, which Sāmoans identify as part of their fa’asāmoa, the Sāmoan way.  

Equally important to the analysis is the incorporation of Sāmoan cultural concepts as a lens 

for understanding Sāmoan architecture, and through which to incorporate anthropological theory. 

The critical analytical role of both vā and anoafale, received extensive attention in Chapter IV. The 

Sāmoan emphasis on experiencing vā as both a social and physical entity requires a careful 

consideration of architecture’s role in social relationships. The concept of anoafale was explained 

as the perpetuated directive of a descent group’s apical ancestor to fulfil particular values of the 

family and its corporate identity in descent groups, in part through the materiality of the Sāmoan 

guesthouse.  

When a chief issues the anoafale to his descent group as a mandate for the rebuilding of its 

guesthouse, included with that directive is the expressed need to reconstruct the objective 

structures of Sāmoan social society and culture through the culturally prescribed values and 

actions of the descent group. In this manner a meaningful linkage between the theory of habitus 

and the Sāmoan concept of anoafale is drawn habitus, as an instrument of socio-cultural 

perpetuation of traditional institutions, is realized in the material forms of architecture. 

Architectural buildings and their design then form an important template by and on which people 

envision and model their way of life, their ways of dwelling in the world, and the habits by which 

they exist. This chapter has thus enhanced the understanding of the linkages of the tangibles of 

architectural form to less tangible cultural aspects. 

Before concluding the chapter, however, some consideration needs to be made on the issue of 

individual innovation within this habitus. The process of creating built environments is not simply a 

robotic reproduction of existing forms. The need for experiencing individual identity and ability 
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within the habitus framework may also be considered. The earlier ethnographers of Sāmoa shared 

insights about innovation within the traditional architectural forms.  

Margaret Mead (1928:489) wrote an article in which she discussed how Sāmoan cultural 

conservatism results not from any stringent need to reproduce the past per se, but from its flexibility 

that allows for a great range of innovation in many areas of social life and the arts, including 

architecture. Mead asserted that Sāmoan cultural conservatism was due to the disdain Sāmoans had 

(and have) for imitation, such that one did not imitate another’s innovation. If they did this would 

lead to greater rates of change in particular directions. Rather, the emphasis is preserving a general 

template from which people, as individuals and groups, develop their own innovations that are 

appreciated and applauded as unique expressions of identity within a general cultural theme. Mead 

states: 

If the highest chief in the village has only three terraces around his house 
no other chief may have more than two, but if he has seven, the next 
ranking chiefs may have as many as six. But rank sets no premium upon 
special designs or special styles of decoration, and so provides no 
stimulus to development along particular lines. … There is no stringent 
taboo against change, and there is a strong feeling against two things 
being alike, even to make the two sides of the house exactly alike. (Mead 
1928:489) 

The constraints of habitus on innovation, as Mead describes, are embedded in the prohibitions 

against, for example, a chief of lower rank building a structure with more terraces on the foundation 

than that of a chief of higher rank within the same village. Yet, nothing prevents him from building 

a house with higher terraces than those of a higher-ranking chief in a different village, because the 

structure is always interpreted within the local village context. This basic principle continues today 

in both Sāmoas. For example, during fieldwork in Faga’itua Village (American Sāmoa) the village 

rule that no one in the village could build a house more than one storey high because the Paramount 

Chief of the district, Le’iato (the title had actually been vacant for ten years at the time) did not have 

a two storey-house. Furthermore, no one could sleep raised off the floor on a bed because the 

paramount chief who held the title ten years prior did not do so. The building of Faga’itua High 

School with a second storey was controversial issue and some people believed it was the reason that 

some high school students mysteriously fell ill (ma’i ‘aitu or ghost sickness). Even though Le’iato is 

the paramount chief for the whole district, these protocols only apply to Faga’itua, the village of his 

seat of residence. 
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While the village has no two storey residential structures, almost all have undergone radical 

architectural transformation over the last four decades (to be described in Chapter VII)., Those 

changes did not, however, challenge the rank of Le’iato. In another village of American Sāmoa, a 

widow of a late high talking chief of the village, had tried some years before to build a two-storey 

residence, which was disrespectful to the current holder of the title, who only had a one storey, so 

the construction was stopped, but she continued to live in the incomplete structure. When a chief 

rebuilds his guesthouse or main residence, thought is given to the height of the foundation, as well 

as the height of the top peak of the roof, as an issue of social relationships. One chief who became 

the senior titleholder rebuilt his guesthouse, increased its foundation height by ten inches, as 

commensurate with his increasing rank. These examples illustrate the constraints and repercussions 

of a Sāmoan habitus at work shaping the architecture that impacts the built forms and also the 

structured spaces in which lives are led and behaviours enacted. 

While innovation within architecture does occur, certain types of aesthetics also shape those 

innovations. So while the two sides of a house are not made to be exactly alike (see Mead 1928; 

Buck 1930), neither are they made radically different. Herein lies the aesthetic appreciation for 

symmetry that creates harmony and beauty as suggested in Tā-Vā theory (Māhina 2008a, 2008b; 

Ka’ili 2008). These work in concert spatially with the ways that social hierarchies and relationships 

are spatially articulated when people come together in the space of the house, thereby revealing the 

social dimension of the architectural aesthetics. 

The three general principles in Sāmoan architectural forms were the straight middle itū 

section, the two round ends, the physically open internal space and sides. Yet, innovation and 

difference are expressed in the details of the structure. The traditional Sāmoan master builder 

strives, as Buck (1930:86) notes, “to add something novel that will appeal to the public. When some 

variations were observed in houses I was informed that was some particular builder’s idea to make 

his house better than others, and thus get more to build.” Buck (1930: 90) further reports a case 

where a new builder was commissioned to build the round tala of a house partially constructed by 

another builder. The new builder’s work was neater than the other builder’s, and he had inserted a 

thin rod to define and mark off his workmanship from the previous work “to draw attention to it and 

to thus advertise himself.” 

Each guild branch associated with a different specific region also had a unique trademark: for 

example, Le Malama used a forked thatch rafter, and a particular style in the sennit lashing where 

timbers joined. For the builders’ society of Sao in Manu’a, the trademark was a star placed on the 
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moamoa piece at the end of the ridgepole.12 Such features might be called ‘individual indexes of 

agency’ in the lexicon Alfred Gell’s (1992) Art and Agency. In architecture, as in society, place and 

identity are created through innovations, which are clearly part of a competitive spirit, which Buck 

(1930:86) states, “probably has assisted largely in the evolution of the present round guesthouse.” 

This same principle of creating difference and identity within the general cultural framework 

applies equally to both social and architectural structures. As Mead (1928:493) describes, “every 

village seeks to have a different social structure from the neighbouring village, and there is no 

standard for better or worse. The stress is laid upon the difference.” That difference produces the 

unique identity of each village known as its agaifanua, the customary practices and traditions 

specific to each village.  

Agaifanua is not applicable across villages, as is aganu’u. Yet, within the village itself, 

structure can be flexible, evolving over time. The manipulation of the social structure is thus a 

“powerful dynamic force in Sāmoan society” (Mead 1928:494), which uses principles that are part 

of that structure and part of core cultural values. This discussion, as well as the entire delineation of 

a Samoan village architectural habitus as laid forth in Chapter V, links directly to Chapter VI’s 

tracing of village architectural changes over the last 65 years in villages of both American Sāmoa 

and independent Sāmoa, which involves both qualitative and quantitative research, illuminates the 

trends and trajectories of continuity and change in the relationship between society and architecture 

within a changing context. 
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VI 

 
HISTORICAL TRAJECTORIES 
IN SĀMOAN ARCHITECTURE  

 
To experience, understand and interpret is not just 

a method of enquiry, it is a mode of being’. (Ricour 1984:3) 
 

Chapter VI traces the processes of architectural continuity and change qualitatively and 

quantitatively in villages of both Sāmoas to develop understandings about what changes have 

occurred and the events and social dynamics that were part of them. In so doing I strive to 

develop insights about the role of habitus and agency in those processes, and also develop 

comparisons between the two Sāmoas and their differing rates and trajectories of change. The 

year 1935 marks the bench mark year at which the first hand accounts of social and architectural 

changes from study participants roughly begins, only several years before the pace of social and 

architectural changes in Sāmoan villages greatly accelerated with the coming of thousands of 

U.S. Marines to all the Sāmoan Islands during World War II, and their placement in many 

different villages. World War II brought many American marines into Sāmoan villages, 

introducing a cash economy and new materials and ideas.  This new Sāmoan social and economic 

involvement with the outside world involves a confrontation of Sāmoan village architectural 

habitus with agents of change. 

 A relatively high level of architectural continuity is found during the first 100 years of 

European influence in the Sāmoan Islands up to the mid 1930s despite important religious 

changes brought about by the introduction and Sāmoanization of Christianity in Sāmoan villages. 

Impressively built Gothic or Romanesque style churches had become an important central feature 

of all Sāmoan villages. Archaeological records show that the architectural dwelling and 

meetinghouse form in Sāmoa has remained fairly constant for 2,000 years (Green 2002:17). This 

point suggests a long-term co-evolution of Sāmoan society and its architecture in which the two 

came to highly reinforce and perpetuate each other. Figure 24 offers a series of images of Sāmoan 

faletele dating back to 1838 (the earliest visual illustration of Sāmoan architecture).  
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Figure 24: Sāmoan architectural Continuity. Top row - drawings from Dumont d’Urville’s visit to Sāmoa -
1838; 2nd row fale in 1930s, 3rd and 4th rows photos taken in 2004. All reflect the round faletele form, 
though the modern materials and slight changes in form occur in the last two rows.  
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That such structures were made of organic decomposable materials with a limited life span in the 

warm, humid tropical climate means that the architectural form was historically reproduced 

repeatedly over many generations.   

Both Sāmoan culture and the architecture are famous within Polynesia for their 

conservatism. For example, Augustin Krämer (1942:397), who conducted his Sāmoan research from 

1897 to 1901 stated: 

The Sāmoans still live in their own native houses, as their forefathers 
have from ancient times, whereas in most of the other South Sea 
archipelagos the native house is already in process of disappearing: or 
has almost completely disappeared, e.g. in Hawaii and New Zealand. 

Similarly, Handy and Handy (1924:3), who were in Sāmoa in the 1920s, assert:  

Nowhere in Polynesia today is the opportunity for studying native 
house building better than in Sāmoa. With the same admirable tenacity 
shown in maintaining their own mode of social and political life, the 
natives of this island group continue to prefer their own form of 
dwelling, and wisely, for it combines perfect adaptation to environment 
with simplicity and beauty of craftsmanship. 

Sāmoans resiliently held on to their architectural traditions along with many of their 

traditional social institutions, such as the matai system and communal land tenure system, 

throughout the colonial period into the post-colonial. During that time they saw and experienced a 

steady incursion of European and American beachcombers, whalers, missionaries, merchants, and 

colonial administrators and became a hot seat of international strife and conflict as three Western 

Powers  Germany, the United States and Great Britain  vied for colonial control over these fertile 

islands and their people, while also stirring up and embroiling themselves into the delicate and 

complex Sāmoan political order. Pacific Islands’ historian Douglas Oliver (2002:145) summed up 

the Sāmoan cultural stance in 1939:  

The Sāmoans of 1939, sitting cross-legged on their fine mats and 
whisking flies off their muscular torsos, might well have smiled at the 
hundred years impasse they had constructed against the relatively puny 
outsiders. These indigenes of the islands of Savai’i, Upolu, Tutuila and 
Manu’a had driven powerful foreign nations almost to war, with one 
another; they had ruined many official reputations, forced planters and 
traders into bankruptcy, and divided Western settlers into hostile camps – 
all this just by remaining exquisitely Sāmoan. And in the process they 
had taken only what they needed and wanted from the intrusive Western 
civilisation, while retaining pride in the fa’asāmoa (the Sāmoan Way).  

This was just prior to World War II, which brought thousands of American service men to 

the Sāmoan Islands (both Western Sāmoa and American Sāmoa), spawning a new level of cross-
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cultural personal contact between Sāmoan villagers and people from a different culture and part 

of the world and their ideas, money, products and technology. The next six decades show an 

accelerated pace of change through the development of more roads and communication 

infrastructure, increased integration of cash into village economies, Sāmoan migration and 

employment in urban centres and overseas, cyclones and rebuilding programs, and increased 

incorporation of new manufactured and imported building materials into the structures that 

Sāmoans build on their family compounds. The rest of the chapter focuses on telling the story of 

the changes in both Sāmoas through a combination of both detailed village and family case 

studies and quantitative inventorying of house types and their changes in villages of both 

American Sāmoa and independent Sāmoa over the six-decade period investigated in the current 

study.  

Discernable in the qualitative descriptions are the dynamics of human agency combined 

with the traditional Sāmoan habitus facing new objective structures introduced from the outside. 

The infusion of cash and market economies, the temporary residence of thousands of American 

marines in Sāmoan villages during World War II, the introduction of new infrastructure, 

technologies, and ideas about ways of life, destructive hurricanes, and government sponsored 

rebuilding programs, are all introduced objective structures and agents of change within the 

Sāmoan ‘traditional’ habitus, affecting built forms of Sāmoan architecture and space.  

Chronicling Architectural Change in American Sāmoa  

1930s: The case of Faga’itua Village, American Sāmoa 

The most detailed chronicling of village architectural changes starting from World II was 

obtained from Mrs. Anita T. Soa Malepeai of Faga’itua of American Sāmoa. Faga’itua was chosen 

as a case study for several reasons. An ASCC student from Faga’itua suggested his village be 

included in the study, and set up an interview appointment to meet one of his father’s cousins. He 

reported that her house, which was currently being demolished and rebuilt, was the very first 

falepālagi in the village, built back in the late 1940s.  

With 483 residents, (American Sāmoa 2000 Census), Faga’itua is one of the larger villages of 

the Eastern District of Tutuila, which is the less populated and less commercial districts of Tutuila.1 

Faga’itua is known as the seat of Eastern District’s Paramount Chieftain title of Le’iato, and as the 
                                                
1 By comparison, the other two primary American Sāmoa village case studies Faga’alu and Leone (the fourth most 
populous village in American Sāmoa) respectively had populations of 1,006 and 3,568 for that year (2006 American 
Sāmoa Statistical Yearbook: 9).  
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home to the Eastern District’s only high school, Faga’itua High. On the first visit to Faga’itua I gave 

Anita a 1930 photo of Faga’itua I had obtained from the Bishop Museum in Hawai’i (Figure 25), 

which helped stimulate Anita’s memories of the village in that decade.  

 

 

Figure 26 shows a village map that Anita created from her memory of the village layout and 

its structures in 1936, her earliest memory of the village from when she was a small child. The five 

round circles marked T1 through T5 represent the village faletele guesthouses that defined the 

malae’s inland side, four of which are visible in the photograph in Figure 25. Each faletele is 

associated with the village’s other five other sa’o titles (Muagututi’a, Oto’ofili, Malepeai, Lefao, 

and Leota). The cloverleaf figure between T1 and A6 at the head of the malae represents the 

A5 A2 A1 A6 

A4 

A3 

Figure 25: Faga’itua 
1930. Photo taken 
during the Bingham 
Political Status 
Commission Visit to 
determine the 
political status 
wishes of American 
Sāmoans. Four of 
the village 
guesthouses 
(faletele) are visible.  
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Figure 26: 
 
Anita’s map of the 
village layout in 
1936. 
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faletalafā (structure with four round tala) guesthouse of Faga’itua and Tutuila’s whole Eastern 

District’s Paramount Chief of Le’iato.2  

In 1936 a master builder came from Upolu in 1936 with his crew to build Le’iato’s 

guesthouse. It was built as faletalafā (a structure with four round tala), which Anita described as the 

most beautiful and majestic structure she had ever seen. She believed it to be the only one ever built 

in American Sāmoa. A matuaofaiva in Sanaapu village who had developed the specialty of building 

the unique faletalafā form was responsible for the building of a faletalafā as the original chapel for 

the Papauta Girls School in Upolu as seen in the photos in Figure 27 (Nuusila 2006). The structure 

is enclosed with walls and windows, conforming to the needs of being a chapel, as opposed to a 

Sāmoan guesthouse. The structure involves constructing two faleāfolau to intersect at 90 degrees in 

their middle itu section, producing four round-tala. This faletalafā was a unique architectural 

accomplishment for this particular master builder from Upolu, a signature or index to his individual 

agency within the traditional Sāmoan building trade. 

Most significant in Anita’s narrative was the construction of structures on the seaward side of 

the malae, a process initiated by her father. Anita’s father, Pano’o, held the High Orator Chief title 

of Malepeai, which made him the designated orator for Paramount Chief Le’iato in the village and 

district.3 As the orator of the Paramount Le’iato, Malepeai ranked as the top orator title of Tutuila’s 

whole Eastern District, which by custom gave him special privileges, for example, as only person 

allowed to touch Le’iato’s fine mats. He had his full traditional tatau (male tattoo) and a strong 

personality. Anita, as well as her daughter Fa’atonu, described him as being enterprising and brazen 

(like a ‘cowboy’), with a reputation as ‘the meanest person of Faga’itua’. 

Previously the malae‘s seaward side had only beach and coconut trees; it was open to the sea. 

Anita explained how her father’s desire to have residences from where he could observe activities 

                                                
2 Faga’itua became the seat of residence for Le’iato after Chief Le’iato led the Eastern District in a victorious battle 
against Upolu’s paramount Chief Tui-Aana Iamafana, who had come to try to take over the eastern islands of the 
archipelago (Amerika Sāmoa Humanities Council 2009).  Faga’itua’s malae, Malotūmau takes its name from the 
historical event of moving the Le’iato’s seat of government to Faga’itua. The Le’iato title originates from Sailele, a small 
village up and over the ridge on the other side of the island from Faga’itua.  
3 Anita explained the actual holder of the title was an older relative (his father’s father’s sister’s son), but Pano’o held it 
in proxy to carry out duties of the title on his older relative’s behalf. Another village title, Leota, is the designated 
orator of Le’iato within his own descent group. 
4 Anita remembers him constructing and connecting two canoes with a platform between them that he used to collect 
rocks for the house foundation from the lagoon. 
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on the malae motivated him to build residential faleāfolau (A1)4, followed subsequently by his 

second faleāfolau (A2), and several faleo’o. These were all family’s residences constructed on 

Faga’itua’s malae’s seaward side opposite the Malepeai guesthouse. Other village chiefs and 

families followed suit, constructing their own residential faleāfolau (A3, A4, A5) on the malae’s 

seaward side.5 The village layout, in effect, changed from having an open sided to an enclosed 

malae space. 

 

 

 
The last development first appears as a change from a linear to a concentric layout – two 

Sāmoan village layout types that Shore (1982:48) described as reflecting two types of Sāmoan 

spatiality. But closer inspection reveals that the new Faga’itua layout is not the concentric village 

layout of a ring of guesthouses encircling a malae with residential buildings, followed by household 

outbuildings (faleo’o) further to the rear (tua) or periphery, because it is residential houses, not 

guesthouses, that form the seaward edge of the malae. Thus, it was feature that contradicts Principle 

#1 (front ranking higher than rear) in the Sāmoan habitus (see Chapter V). 

                                                
5 Another factor may be the limited flat space inland of the guesthouses before the mountain slope rises steeply, which 
may have constrained Pano’o’s building aspirations. Notice on the map there was only enough space for a couple of 
faleo’o behind each faletele. 
6 The impending political independence no doubt also spurred many Sāmoans to migrate. They felt they might be 
better off becoming citizens of New Zealand rather than becoming citizens of a culturally rich, but cash poor Pacific 
Island nation with a growing population with a limited natural resource base. 

Figure 27: Exterior and interior views of the Papauta Girls School’s chapel built as a fale talafā, 
meaning it has four round ends. Guesthouse of Le’iato in Faga’itua was of similar design, but 
without walls.  
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Faga’itua informants discussed the way that this change in village layout altered the spatiality 

of their cultural practices. For example, they would now present their ta’i sua (the presentation of 

fine mats, livestock, cloth, food, etc) from their residential structures on the seaward side across the 

great malae space to their guests sitting in their guesthouses, which in effect imbues these 

presentations with greater prestige since they occur across the malae space. Typically a family 

presents their sua gifts from the rear space behind their guesthouse to their visitors in the 

guesthouse, or in more grand presentations, visiting groups engaged in an exchange may sit or stand 

on the seaward side of the malae giving and receiving gifts with the hosts across the malae. The 

change also means that the residential houses on the malae’s seaward (not ‘front’) side now have the 

affect of mirroring and protecting the associated guesthouses that they serve on the malae’s inland 

side. Most importantly, the malae space and the ancestral house sites of the guesthouses were 

preserved. 

1940s: World War II in the Sāmoan Islands & Faga’itua’s First Falepālagi 

Fortunately, no World War II battles were ever fought in the Sāmoan Islands, but the war was, 

nonetheless, an important agent of change. After the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbour on 7 

December 1941, the United States made the entire archipelago into a base for their South Pacific 

military operations. American marines of the second Marine Brigade numbering nearly 5,000 arrived 

in Tutuila to be stationed throughout its villages. Thousands more came to be stationed in Upolu and 

Savai’i. At one time during the war as many as 12,000 American military personnel were in the 

Sāmoan Islands. This presence impacted all the Sāmoan islands, but the greatest socio-economic 

impact was felt in the smaller and less populated Tutuila, which was selected as the headquarters of 

the operation. At one point the number of Americans in Tutuila equaled the local population of 

Sāmoans. 

Fofō Sunia (2008:237) reports Tutuila “became like an armed camp overnight. Schools were 

closed. Plantations went unattended. Military priorities were number one.” The marines constructed 

two airfields in Tutuila (in Tafuna and Leone), and one in Upolu (Faleolo) as well as a hospital in 

Mapusaga, Tutuila, where wounded American soldiers from Pacific battles were brought for 

treatment and recovery. Hundreds of defensive pillboxes made from concrete were built around the 

coastlines of Tutuila. Most existing roads in Tutuila were widened to two lanes, and new roads also 

built in both Tutuila and Upolu. These major infrastructural developments played a role in the latter 

development in the islands. 
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The impacts were also socio-economic. In Tutuila, copra production ceased, but waged 

employment went from being minuscule to widespread with so much construction work to do. 

According to Sunia (2008:230), “Every able bodied man who wanted to work found a job. Contract 

workers were brought over from Western Sāmoa” (Sunia 2008:230). Fifty American Sāmoans were 

enlisted in the prestigious Fita Fita guard, and another 500 as Sāmoan Marines. Others provided 

services, including laundry (typically washed by village women in island streams), or earned money 

from selling food crops, fish, and Sāmoan curios. 

Many villages of Tutuila played host to hundreds of American and Sāmoan marines, who 

erected large tents, stayed in village guesthouses, and also built screened in dining halls and 

kitchens. An informant in Vaitogi remembered how the Americans even built a temporary movie 

theatre in the village, to which the villagers were also invited. This gave many Tutuilans, a personal 

experience with a foreign culture that most had never encountered up close. Certainly, the extent of 

this social interaction was much greater in Tutuila than in Upolu or Savai’i where the overall 

population was larger. Village social interaction with the Americans was different from the type of 

experiences Sāmoans had previously experienced with foreign colonizers or visitors. 

Anita, who was 13 when the marines arrived in her village, reported that many of them lived 

in the guesthouses, as well as erected tents, and a large kitchen structure, which Anita reports was 

Faga’itua’s very first falepālagi. Unfortunately, one evening the marines and village were holding a 

dance in Paramount Chief Le’iato’s majestic fale talafā, when it caught fire (perhaps from a 

cigarette) and burned down. When the war ended in 1945, and the Americans left, Anita reported 

that the villagers took the screen wire from the canteen structure to make screened cupboards they 

had learned about from the Americans. 

Malepeai Pano’o had profited during the war from selling crops to the marines and other 

salaried people. When the war ended in 1945, he used those earnings to buy the old communications 

building in American Sāmoa’s administrative centre of Fagatogo. He dismantled the structure, 

transported it to Faga’itua, and reassembled it on the Malepeai land inland of the guesthouse to 

became the first Sāmoan-owned and occupied falepālagi of Faga’itua. Anita explained that her 

brother, his wife and children continued to stay in the faleāfolau on the malae, while she, her single 

sisters and parents moved into the four bedroom falepālagi. Other married siblings continued to stay 

in family faleo’o. The windows had screens on them so that flies and mosquitoes could not enter, 

and a kerosene fuel refrigerator and a wood-burning cook stove placed in a back extension. Anita 

states: “When we made this falepālagi, it felt private, … when we stayed inside, we were safe from 
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mosquitoes.” Anita further explains that since they were the only family in the village with these 

things, missionaries who came to visit the village would stay with them. This was a common 

practice in many villages. If a village had a family with a falepālagi, that family was chosen as the 

appropriate hosts for any foreign papālagi visitors to the village. Anita explained how they felt as 

the first and only family of the village with a falepālagi. 

The family was not proud to have this structure; we felt ashamed 
(embarrassed), but we were respected. … We had a table on which 
we prepared food, but we did not eat at it. We ate sitting on mats on 
the floor. Only the missionaries ate at the table. (Anita Malepeai, 
interview; September 2004) 

Stating how they did not eat at the table, but on the floor Sāmoan style, communicated that 

they still continued to identify themselves as Sāmoans. The acquisition of a falepālagi would not 

mean co-opting a European identity or way of life. The embarrassment appears to stem from being 

the only family of Faga’itua with a falepālagi. The respect stems from how this acquisition 

represented a ‘successful’ economic engagement with the fa’apālagi system (i.e. monetary market 

economy). Considering the falepālagi as a Sāmoan symbol of the papālagi and their way of life, the 

acquisition also signifies a symbolic cultural appropriation, the development of a new kind of status 

symbol in the Sāmoan system. 

1950s – 1960s: Overseas Migration, New Occupations, and Development  
World War II had created new infrastructure, particularly in roads, airfields and wharfs 

throughout the Sāmoan Islands, which would be further developed in subsequent decades, 

facilitating increasing flows of goods and people in and out of the islands. For the most part, the 

imported goods would be industrially manufactured products, including building materials, to meet 

expanding tastes and prestige needs. The flow of people would be mostly islanders, as populations 

were expanding fast. People were leaving their islands to pursue educational, employment and 

social opportunities in foreign cities, with the hope of earning good wages that could help their 

families at home purchase these new imports. Meanwhile, the challenge for each of the island 

governments was to meet the needs and aspirations of people within the islands through local 

forms of development. 

For American Sāmoa this situation was more pronounced as the American presence had 

touched American Sāmoan’s lives more profoundly than that of their cousins in Western Sāmoa. As 

Gray (1960:246) states, many of the young American Sāmoans had become “accustomed to a new 

way of life that included ice cream parlours, beer, and motion picture theatres and were not 
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enthusiastic about returning to their previous lives as village subsistence dwellers.” Furthermore, 

unlike Western Sāmoa, which had large tracts of fertile flat lands, American Sāmoa’s terrain was 

not only smaller, but also much more rugged, limiting its potential for commercial forms of 

agricultural development. 

Sāmoan emigration, which began in both parts of the archipelago in the early 1950s, would 

lead to Sāmoan transnationalism, and ultimately, new trends in the society/architecture village 

interface. For American Sāmoa, the process began in 1951when the U.S. closed its naval facility in 

American Sāmoa and offered to freely transport and re-establish all its American Sāmoan 

employees and their families at other U.S. naval facilities in Hawai’i and U.S. west coast cities 

(Koletty 2002:132). In Western Sāmoa, New Zealand offered many government scholarships to 

Sāmoan citizens for secondary education in New Zealand, helping to provide the education needed 

for the future leaders of the country. They also offered Western Sāmoans employment in various 

industries of New Zealand, with wages much higher than those Sāmoans could hope to secure in 

their home country (Meleisea 1987a:179).6 Later, in the 1970s when New Zealand restricted their 

quotas on Western Sāmoan immigrants (now considered foreigners), many Western Sāmoans began 

using their American Sāmoan connections to seek immigration into the United States, while 

Sāmoans established in New Zealand also sought greener pastures in Australia (Anae 1998; Hunkin 

2007; Lilomaiva-Doktor 2009a; Macpherson 2009; Va'a 2001).  

In 1950 Anita reports a few Sāmoan houses with iron roofs were built in Faga’itua, one year 

prior to the first big wave of American Sāmoan migration to the U.S.A. In 1952 Salelologa in 

Savai’i was selected as site for a wharf enabling the shipment of banana exports from Savai’i. This 

later became the means of regular movement of people, ritual gifts and merchandize between Upolu 

and Savai’i. In 1953 Anita, who was trained as a nurse, left American Sāmoa to work in Hawai’i, 

where she lived for ten years before returning to American Sāmoa with her husband and first child. 

In 1954 American Sāmoa established its first tuna-processing cannery ‘Sāmoan Packing’ to meet 

the growing needs for wage based economic development. By 1955 the second falepālagi of 

Faga’itua was built. In 1956 the United States appointed the first Sāmoan governor, Peter Coleman; 

it would be another two decades before American Sāmoa’s governors would be chosen through 

popular elections.  
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In 1962 Western Sāmoa gained its independence and had to consider how to meet the growing 

needs of its expanding population with their limited island resources, while also continuing a policy 

to perpetuate Sāmoan culture and traditions. Meanwhile, in American Sāmoa, which had chosen to 

maintain affiliation with the United States, the islands were in a frenzy of new development. After 

reading a Readers Digest article entitled “American Sāmoa: the Shame of the United States in the 

Pacific” in 1960, U.S. President, John F. Kennedy, tripled funding to American Sāmoa to fuel 

development to address the dilapidated conditions of American Sāmoa’s infrastructure and 

educational system -- conditions that had sparked the author’s sharp critique of the United States 

‘neglect’ of their South Pacific territory (Holmes 1992:105).  

Many new projects were instituted and much construction, including 23 new village schools 

throughout the 80 villages of the Territory, new water and sewage systems, and much more. In 1963 

the Star Kist Sāmoa tuna cannery was established in American Sāmoa as the second tuna cannery of 

American Sāmoa. In 1964 Tutuila was provided with electricity and a government-run television 

station (KVZK-TV) was established from which educational programs were produced and piped 

into the new village schools. All of this fast paced development created many jobs for American 

Sāmoans and brought a new level of prosperity that would also attract their poorer cousins from 

Western Sāmoa to migrate to American Sāmoa for higher wages.  

Hurricanes and ‘Hurricane Houses’ in American Sāmoa 

A devastating hurricane hit all of the Sāmoan Islands in 1966, causing widespread destruction 

to villages throughout the islands; Faga’itua was no exception. This was the first time that FEMA 

(the United States Federal Management Agency) stepped in to American Sāmoa to implement a 

‘hurricane housing’ project, which would completely alter the housing architecture of American 

Sāmoan villages. Many houses in American Sāmoan villages today are the 1966 hurricane houses, 

called ‘faleafā, defining an important local house typology specific to American Sāmoa of which 

there are several designs, dating back to destructive cyclibes in 1966 and later again in the 1980s. 

Many informants in the study reflected how the 1966 hurricane, which destroyed the majority of 

American Sāmoan village structures, and the reconstruction of those villages using FEMA’s faleafā 

marked a dramatic and abrupt change in American Sāmoan village architecture.  

The 1966 faleafā was a 30 x 30 foot structure with solid cement corners, but open in the 

central area of each side (Figure 28). The roof had four sides meeting at central peak in the middle, 

which was supported by one central post. Low interest loans were given to people to fill in the open 

sides with brick or wood if they so desired. The majority of 1966 hurricane houses seen in American 
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Sāmoa today are still inhabited but have been enclosed with these walls and windows. A few of 

those left open, including several in Faga’itua are being used as descent group guesthouses. Many 

others also have had extensions built onto them. The latter hurricane version of the FEMA or 

‘hurricane house’ is much smaller, about fifteen by fifteen feet, and enclosed with wooden panel 

walls, in which long full length windows are set. These structures like the earlier version have no 

internal partitions.  

In more recent years FEMA has changed policy, offering families whose houses are damaged 

or destroyed by a hurricane funding to help them rebuild as they wish. However, they do not offer 

any funding for non-residential structures of which they classify Sāmoan guesthouses since a 

Sāmoan guesthouse by definition does not have people permanently living in them. This could 

impact upon Sāmoan decisions regarding rebuilding their guesthouses and perhaps to attach them to 

residential structures. This idea is mitigated by the fact that guesthouses also by definition go with 

the titleholder. This means the jurisdiction over the guesthouse and attached residence would not be 

inherited by children of the past titleholder, but rather by the next incumbent of the title, who may 

only be distantly related to the previous holder.  

The American Sāmoa census, however, instructs their enumerators to count guesthouses as “a 

room of the matai’s fale” as opposed to being a separate ‘housing unit’ (American Sāmoa Census 

2000: B-52), which would help rationalize the decision for FEMA support guesthouse repairs. In 

any case, despite these points, one informant explained that the chiefs of his village intentionally 

destroyed the last traditionally constructed Sāmoan guesthouse of his village left standing after a 

damaging hurricane, with the hope of claiming it to FEMA so as to receive financial resources. 

  

 

Figure 28: 1966 ‘Hurricane houses’ (faleafā) in 
Tutuila American Sāmoa in 2006. (Top Left) 
without walls filled in, being used as residence. 
(Top Right): Remains of old 1966 ‘hurricane 
house’. Visible is the overgrown foundation and 
cement corners. (Bottom) 1966 ‘hurricane houses’ 
in village with walls filled in.  
(photos by Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn) 
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These issues, however, did not affect independent Sāmoa, which lacks any such 

institutionalized outside hurricane rebuilding program. Given the lack of this kind of government 

assistance, villages of independent Sāmoa are more self-reliant in terms of reconstruction after 

major hurricane damage, though they receive some relief from overseas relatives or from 

international agencies. After major hurricanes hit the Sāmoan Islands in 1990 and 1991, and again in 

2004 (see Figure 29), many villages in independent Sāmoa rebuilt faleo’o7 immediately using 

completely of local materials.8 

In January 2004 Hurricane9 Heta hit the Sāmoan Islands. The larger main house of the family 

in Sili (described in Chapter VII), was left open during the cyclone and the wind and rain cleaned 

the floor, which is the usual way Sāmoan deal with larger Sāmoan fale in cyclones. The family took 

shelter in the smaller faleo’o to the rear. The protection of the houses conformed to what Buck 

(1930:82) described 75 years earlier. The pola side screens (alternately modern tarpaulins) were 

reinforced through standing green coconut leaves tied closely together around the outside of the 

house (Figure 29). As rope was limited, Fa’aofo also used strips of bark from the fau (wild hibiscus) 

tree to tie the palm fronds around the house, while other types of reinforcements were used to hold 

down the thatch.10 The house shook in the wind, but remained in tact, except a few frayed thatches. 

Overall Sāmoan houses fared better than the enclosed falepālagi, many of which had either been 

completed destroyed or had their roofs blown off (Figure 30). 

                                                
7 O’o is the sprouting part of a coconut (by which it starts a new tree in the ground), a meaning that contributes to 
understanding the meaning of faleo’o as an initial house from which a new family begins to develop. 
8 The same is not true in Tutuila or Manu’a where FEMA (the U.S. Federal Emergency Management Association) 
finances rebuilding programs according to their guidelines, which means people may wait weeks for the FEMA 
officials to visit the site to appraise damages before they do anything. 
9 “Hurricane” is used in the U.S. and American Sāmoan context. “Cyclone” is used in the British and independent 
Sāmoan context. 
10 Some informants explained that in the past they would prepare for a large cyclone by unlashing the roof of their 
faleo’o from the posts, and tying the roof directly on the ground with them under it. 
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Figure 29: Hurricane Heta in Sili, Savai’i in 2004. (Left) Coconut fronts and large sticks help support the 
structure against high winds. (Right) Sheltering in the faleo’o of Fa’aofonu’u Poe. 

   
Figure 30: Damaged falepālagi, (on left in top and bottom photos) next to unscathed falesāmoa (modern 
faleāfolau and thatched faleo’o) in Tutuila after Hurricane Heta in 2004.  

 

 

New Infrastructure: Roads versus Malae as Front/Centre 

The modern construction of roads, and the use of vehicular transport, has also impacted 

settlement patterns and spatial orientations. Roads provide public access and serve a similar function 

as malae as ‘front’ orientation.11 In many Sāmoan villages the roads bisect the malae and the 

village, or the road is on the seaside of the village’s malae. In those cases, house orientations 

towards the road remain consistent with their orientation to the malae. In other cases, where the road 

is some distance from the village, many village residents establish newer households closer to the 

                                                
11 Malae constitute Principle #3 in Sāmoan village generative habitus as described in Chapter V. 
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main road, while not necessarily completely abandoning the old site. Salamumu village is a good 

case in point, the main road being inland of the coastal village. Sili Village in Savai’i offers a 

contrasting case. Here, the main coastal road is almost a mile inland of the village. The village 

population has expanded over the years, with the majority of that expansion occurring through 

development of homesteads along the road leading to the village.  

In Faga’itua a new road was constructed on the seaward side of the village together with a 

seawall, though the old road on the inland side is maintained as a secondary ‘back’ road. In the 

aerial photographs showing Faga’itua in 1961 and 2001 (Figures 31 and 32) the change in the road, 

the addition of the seawall, and the changes in architecture (particularly from oval to rectangular 

floor plans) are visible. New buildings seen in the 2001 photograph include Faga’itua High School; 

the new LMS church with its orientation turned 90 degrees in order for its front entrance to face to 

the malae rather than inland. The new road along the seaside puts the houses on the seaward side of 

the malae into an awkward conflicting situation. Should they put their ‘backs’ to the malae and their 

front to the road or the inverse? This dilemma illustrates a confrontation between traditional 

spatiality and a modern one. Most villages in Sāmoa try to avoid putting the road and malae into 

spatial opposition as has occurred in Faga’itua.  

 
(Photograph, Courtesy, Dept. of Commerce, American Sāmoa) 

 

 

 

Figure 31: Aerial 
photograph, 1961 
Faga’itua. Most 
structures around the 
malae are still 
traditional forms. The 
1966 hurricane, five 
years later destroyed 
most of these houses.  
 

Figure 32: Aerial 
photograph, 2001 
Faga’itua. Malae 
space still exists, but 
is smaller. Number 
of buildings and 
their sizes has 
increased. 

Old road 

Old road 

Village Latrine 
over the lagoon 

New 
Church 

New seawall  
and road  
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Architectural Change in Faga’itua 

The photographs of Faga’itua in 1930 and 2005 (Figure 33) taken from about the same spot on 

the village malae provide a good view of architectural changes that have occurred in the village. 

Figure 33: Left and Right - Same view of Faga’itua in 1930 and 2005 

    

The layout of the village remains the same in terms of the malae and the line of guesthouses 

on its inland side. However, the construction of houses on the seaward side of the malae began after 

1930. As the photograph indicates, house structures in 2005 were still seen at most of the traditional 

guesthouse sites on the inland side of the malae. Each of those structures remained associated with 

the same matai titles the structures in the 1930 photograph did. The 1961 aerial photograph shows 

that the structures on the malae at that time remain in the traditional form and construction as 

indicated by the oval shapes. This suggests that most of the architectural changes in the village 

occurred after 1961, most likely after the 1966 hurricane. A survey of Faga’itua in 2004 identified 

45 household structures of various types: 

• 28 were falepālagi residences (including 2 abandoned, 1 under construction, and the first 
falepālagi in the village, built in 1945, being dismantled) 

• 4 were enclosed 1966 faleafā residences, some with added extensions 
• 3 open were 1966 faleafā, all in use as descent group guesthouses 
• 6 were 1991 FEMA faleafā 
• 3 were faleapa (1 in use as guesthouse, 1 in temporary use as residence, and 1 

abandoned.  
• 1 was a roughly made faleo’o with iron roof used only as a resting place to sit and chat 

adjacent to the road.  

Notably, no faleāfolau or faletele of either traditional or modern form existed in the village. 

The 1991 Cyclone Valelia destroyed the last faleāfolau; which was rebuilt as a falepālagi and 

converted to a small village store operated by a Korean, like many of other stores in American 

Sāmoa. At the time of the survey, Faga’itua had only four standing guesthouses out of the eight that 

traditionally stood on the malae perimeter. These four included Le’iato’s guesthouse, which was a 
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1966 hurricane house. The preponderance of 1966 hurricane houses in Faga’itua is typical of many 

of the villages of the Eastern District.  

Guesthouses of Leone: Continuity and Change 

Leone stood out in American Sāmoa for its relatively larger numbers of more traditional 

Sāmoan guesthouses (faletele and faleāfolau) than most American Sāmoan villages, including in 

Manu’a, and even a number of villages in independent Sāmoa. No particular reason was 

determined for this difference, though the village may have suffered less from hurricanes than 

many other American Sāmoan villages. Another possible factor could be the large size of the 

village and the large number of constituent titles, some of which hold great prestige within 

American Sāmoa. The village itself traditionally holds much prestige in Tutuila and its chiefs 

likely were interested in maintaining the traditional prestige also by maintaining more traditional 

guesthouses, which increasingly over time become the more expensive and labour intensive type 

of guesthouse to build.  

 

 

Figure 35: Leone in 2005, 
same view as above. 
Guesthouse Avetonu 
Maota Alataua in 
foreground. In 1967 the 
four-foot wide eaves 
(fa’atautau) were added 
deleting the need for the 
woven pola blinds. In 
background is Maota o 
Vailili, built in 1975,using 
wooden shingles on roof. 

Figure 34: Leone 
Village 1910, 
view on the 
malae towards 
the Catholic 
Church. 
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Leone has 13 guesthouses which reflects the village’s large size and 20 prominent matai titles, 

including the high ali’i titles of Tuitele, Faiivae and Avegalio and the high ranking tulāfale titles of 

Leoso, Sala’avea’a and Olo. Eleven guesthouses had rounded ends and a variety of traditional 

aspects. Eight (four faletele and four faleāfolau) had the traditional framework of hand hewn purlins 

(vaega fau) made of breadfuit wood, lashed and bound with traditional sennit and supported with an 

internal sets of posts. Two of these guesthouses (one faletele and one faleāfolau) had the purlins 

(vaega fau) placed parallel to each other and curving horizontally, rather than down to meet the 

faceplate of the roof as would have been done traditionally (see figures 36 and 42). 

 

All guesthouses had either corrugated iron, wooden or asphalt shingle roofing. They also all 

had cement floors and most of them also had cement posts, at least in the outer rim of posts. In the 

remaining guesthouses with round ends, the roofs were constructed with rafters made of straight 

milled lumber, producing the straight sloping roof, which in the faletele produced the characteristic 

cone shaped roof. All, but two of these structures, had been built after the 1966 hurricane. The two 

Figure 36: Interior 
roof structure of 
Maota o Vailili. 
The vaega fau 
(horizontal 
purlins) are placed 
in parallel 
position. 

Figure 37: The Leoso 
guesthouse in Leone 
(2005). A faletele was built 
in the 1950s with a thatched 
roof, and then renewed in 
the 1980s, substituting the 
thatch with wooden 
shingles adding the eave 
with iron roofing, and a 
cement paving on the floor. 
Leone Catholic Church 
visible behind. (Photo by 
Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn) 
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older structures were both faleāfolau. One, enclosed with walls and windows, had become the‘living 

room’ of a residential structure, which was attached to the rear side of the structure.  

The other faleāfolau in the village, the ‘private’ guesthouse of the Ripley family, who 

represented one branch of the Leoso descent group, must have been built prior to 1930. The Bishop 

Museum had a photograph of the structure from that year. Buck (1930:21) had described this 

structure as, “The best made long house seen was that owned by the Ripley family in Leone.”12 The 

only changes the family had made to the structure was to substitute corrugated iron roofing for the 

thatch, replace the outher rim of wooden posts with cement posts, and cover the pebble floor (see 

Figures 34 - 36). 

 

 

                                                
12 This guesthouse was considered private in the sense that it was associated specifically with this branch of the Leoso 
clan, under the Ripley family, and was constructed further away from the malae directly near their own residential 
structures. There existed another guesthouse of faletele form directly in the centre of the village in front of the Catholic 
Church that was also the designated guesthouse of Leoso. 

Figure 39: Leoso Ripley 
Guesthouse in 2005. 
Building changes include 
substitution of thatch with 
corrugated iron, and 
cement for wooden outer 
set of house posts, and a 
cement layer on the floor. 
(photo by Fepulea’i M. Van der 
Ryn)  
 

Figure 38: The Leoso 
Ripley Guesthouse of 
Leone, 1930 as 
described by Peter 
Buck in that same 
year.  (Photo courtesy of 
Bishop Museum) 
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The internal posts and the rest of the roof structure, including the sennit, is original, and 

in tact. Clearly, the family is proud of the structure and interested in preserving it. One family 

member reminisced that previously when it was thatched, rethatching was needed about every 

seven years. The matai would call a meeting of the extended family, made up of a number of 

different households, and assign each household a section of the roof to thatch using leaves from 

their sugar cane patches.13 

Figure 41: (Left) Exterior view of the Leoso Ripley guesthouse during a family meeting seen in left photo. 
(Right) An interior view down the length of the structure.  

     

                                                
13 The type of sugarcane used for thatch (tolo lau) is different than the kind used for eating or producing sugar 
(tolo’ai). Its stalks are thinner, but its leaves are bigger. 

Figure 40: 
2005 photo of 
interior of Leoso 
Ripley Guest fale 
shows all the 
original posts and 
woodwork of the 
roof structure. (photo 
by Fepulea’i M. Van der 
Ryn) 
 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’. Chapter VI: Tracing Historical Trajectories in Samoan Village Architecture 

 211 

In the case of the Leoso Ripley guesthouse the grandfather (father of the present presiding title 

holder) of the family had included an anoafale for the guesthouse in his mavaega (parting wishes. 

This anoafale was to maintain the structure as it is rather than, rebuilding a new structure. As some 

of original support timbers of the structure now require replacing, the family is searching for a 

skilled traditoinal carpenter who can help them to fulfill this request but, such skill and knowledge 

is very difficult to find in American Sāmoa today.  

The Faiivae guesthouse in Leone, Maota o Pouono (figure 42) was also investigated. High 

Chief Faiivae Galea’i discussed the history of the Faiivae guesthouse, Pouono, and his rebuilding of 

the structure in 1988. He was bestowed the Faiivae title in 1972, but it took him 16 years of building 

up his banana plantation to earn enough money ($100,000 to $150,000) to rebuild Pouono. Faiivae 

states: “Your tautua as a chief is all presented in that faletalimālō” (Faiivae A. Galea’i interview, 4 

March 2005). The project began with the purchase of building materials in Hawaii. These were 

shipped to Tutuila in six containers. The original purlins from the previous Pouono were re-used in 

the new structure, but the posts and roofing were replaced and the foundation recemented. Fifty 

members of the ‘āigapotopoto (descent group) provided the needed labour, with individuals selected 

from households belonging to each of the 24 matai under the Faiivae title. One of the matai’s sons, 

a carpenter, skilled in both traditional and modern Sāmoan building practices, led the construction. 

Faiivae was responsible to feed the team throughout the construction. 

The most significant feature of the maota is that it conforms structurally to its traditional 

name, Pouono (‘Six Posts’), which derives from the six fuaiala (territorial divisions) of Leone. Two 

parallel lines of six internal posts (poutū) line each side of the itu of the structure, supporting the six 

tie beams that support the entire roof. All the posts are cement, as is the floor, while the roofing is 

asphalt tile. The roof has a sloping convexual curve due its traditional construction using hand hewn 

purlins (vaega fau) made of breadfruit wood and is lashed with traditional sennit.  

When asked about his efforts to maintain the traditional Sāmoan style of his guesthouse 

Faiivae’s reply was similar to the explanations of many other chiefs:  

Titles have pride, and I want to maintain the Sāmoan house… If you 
make it more American style, it has no dignity for the title. If you go 
around villages, you’ll find many houses of the chiefs … trying to keep 
the image of Sāmoa. (High Chief Faaivae Apelu, 15 March 2005)  

Building guesthouses with as many traditional Sāmoan architectural features as possible and with 

additional innovations that resonate with Sāmoan cultural traditions adds prestige for both the chief 

and the master carpenter.  
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Contrasting Architectural Trends in American Sāmoa and Independent Sāmoa 

Comparing differences between the two Sāmoas suggests that socio-cultural and architectural 

changes have occurred sooner and faster in American Sāmoa than in independent Sāmoa. The 

reason for the differences are multi-faceted, but the different socio-economic conditions in 

American Sāmoa resulting from its affiliation with the United States, and such programs as the 

FEMA hurricane house, are important factors explaining these differences. Holmes and Holmes, 

who have written about change in Sāmoan village life and culture in American Sāmoa, reported that 

in 1954 the vast majority of houses in Fitiuta village in Manu’a were completely traditional Sāmoan 

in form and construction. By their return to American Sāmoa in 1988, almost all the houses 

throughout American Sāmoa, both Manu’a and Tutuila, were “Western style, constructed of wood 

or concrete blocks, and usually rectangular in shape. This movement away from traditional-style 

fales can be seen in all parts of the Sāmoan island chain – even in Western Sāmoa, which usually 

prides itself on maintaining old ways” (Holmes 1992:107).  

A quick survey of house structures in a few American Sāmoan villages in Tutuila revealed 

that over 95% of the residential structures would fit into the general category of falepālagi, fully 

Figure 42: Top photo: Exterior 
view of Pouono, Chief Faiivae 
guesthouse in Leone, built in 
1988. Bottom: (Left) Most of the 
six pairs of cement interior posts 
are visible. (Right) Untraditional 
horizontal parallel placement of 
the vaega fau (purlins). Compare 
with the traditional placement of 
the vaega fau, seen in photo of 
Leoso Ripley guesthouse (Fig. 
36). (Photos by Fepulea’i M. Van der 
Ryn) 
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enclosed structures.14 Residential structures within the falepālagi category in American Sāmoa 

ranged from the humblest shack to three storey ostentatious statements of family wealth. 15 Many of 

the new large expensive structures also had new types of architectural elaborations, including 

rounded alcoves, multiple roof projections, and wide verandas with arching columns. Some house 

owners mentioned they chose such features because they resonated with Sāmoan architectural 

aspects (e.g. a rounded alcove protruding resembled a round tala of the old Sāmoan style house).  

Researching all these architectural developments within the falepālagi category was beyond 

the scope of the current study, which was more interested in the earlier stage transformations seen in 

independent Sāmoa. Furthermore, a wide range of house structures of various design and associated 

levels of prestige all fit into a single local house type category called falepālagi. No local categories 

were found for classfiying them into sub-types, which reflects the newness of this development 

within the culture. Many of the 1966 FEMA faleafā were still being lived in, but had been enclosed 

with walls. The newer FEMA faleafā were designed with walls in the first place, given the 

observation that American Sāmoans were beginning to prefer to live in structures with walls. Only 

rarely were people living on a semi permanent basis in open sided structures. General observations 

suggest that an estimated 98% of the people in American Sāmoa reside in structures of which at 

least half or more of the structure is completely enclosed with walls and windows. 

Throughout the archipelago guesthouses were observed to maintain more traditional 

architectural features, such as open sides or round ends, than do residential structures. This 

differential is sharper in American Sāmoa than in independent Sāmoa because far more people in 

independent Sāmoan villages live in open sided residential fale. Guesthouses in American Sāmoa, 

on the whole, are open and of either a round ended Sāmoan style or more commonly today, a 

rectangular floor plan (i.e. the faleapa). A few guesthouses were built with low walls and lots of 

windows. This was explained as a way to prevent unwanted uses of the structure by the public or 

keep village dogs from entering the structure. The open guesthouses of American Sāmoa are left 

empty most of the time except for when there are meetings of village councils or family 

fa’alavelave.  

                                                
14 The older falepālagi,  generally built from the 1960 through 1970s, were mostly built of wood, some having two 
stories. Building with concrete cinder blocks appears to have gained popularity from the mid 1980s.  
15 This trend appears much stronger in the mid section of the Western district, particularly in the Nuuuli and Tafuna 
area, which has also experienced the greatest commercial development in the last twenty years. Some of that 
commercial development has involved large land leases from land holding chiefs in those areas, which has in turn 
brought increased affluence to those chiefs. 
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Sāmoans can tell if a structure is a guesthouse house by the absence of physical signs of 

people permanently living in it, such as furniture and personal belongings, and the physical position 

of the structure in the village. If it is enclosed and has people living in it, then it could be a 

guesthouse converted into a residence. Another indicator is the presence of plants around the house, 

particularly in the case of open walled Sāmoan style residences, in which plantings provide a 

cooling as well as aesthetic effect as well as some privacy. The convenience to enter from all sides 

in guesthouses and to be in the public view inhibited the use of such plantings. Architectural 

features, such as walls or no walls, are also typically an indicator especially in American Sāmoa, but 

as stated, some guesthouses have walls. However, personal possessions will not be seen.  

Tracing Architectural Trends in Independent Sāmoa: Quantitative Research  

The tracing of architectural trends within the current study had a stronger quantitative 

dimension in independent Sāmoa than it did in American Sāmoa. This was mainly due to the 

availability of house type enumerations for villages of independent Sāmoa spanning over three 

decades from government and other sources; and to the assistance received from in-law family 

members to conduct comprehensive village household and house type enumerations in independent 

Sāmoan villages. The quantitative dimension of the research in independent Sāmoa included: 1) 

inventories of households and their buildings in a total of five villages of independent Sāmoa in 

2005. This data was compared diachronically with house survey information collected by Neich 

(1985) in his 1980 study, and with Sāmoan government statistics division’s house census data for 

the years 1971, 1976, 1981 and 2001. All of this quantitative data is summarized and analyzed here.  

The housing census instruments of independent Sāmoa enumerated data on house types with 

criteria that were relevant to the current study. Though, the American Sāmoan instrument does make 

provision for the Sāmoan pattern of a household being constituted by members living in a multiple 

structures spread over a household compound, it generally conforms much more than the 

independent Sāmoan instrument to the standard statistical housing criteria where structures are 

classified by number of bedrooms, or attached or detached housing, as opposed to open or closed, 

Sāmoan or European (American Sāmoa Census 2000: B-48). Clearly, the need to conform to outside 

cultural categories is reflected in the instruments, which then affects the type of data collected. 

Thus, the type of quantitative research on architectural change varied slightly between American 

Sāmoa and independent Sāmoa. 
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Sāmoan Government Enumeration of House Types 1971 - 2001 

To gain understandings about house change trends housing data statistics was collected from 

Sāmoan Census Statistics. Useful data for the years 1971, 1976, 1981, and 2001 was obtained. Data 

for prior to 1971 and after 2001 was not available. An important dimension of making house 

surveys is the classification of a house type. The typology used by the government in their 2001 

instrument has ten types of house structures, which are described and illustrated in Figure 40.  

Of interest to note is the system by which classifications are made. Four criteria are used in 

the typology: 1) European or Sāmoan; 2) open or closed; 3) extension or no extension; and 4) one or 

two floors. Round versus square ends, not open or closed sides, marks the Sāmoan versus European 

distinction. Government surveys in previous to 2001 did not use as many house types in their survey 

instruments. Summarizing and comparing data across different years required combining some of 

the types used in the 2001 instrument, and reducing the categories to just four: 1) Open Sāmoan 

fale; 2) Open Sāmoan fale w/extension; 5) Open European (= faleapa); and 4) closed European (= 

falepālagi). Two story and one-storey European and Sāmoan houses (types 9 and 10) are combined 

with their one-storey counterparts, as are closed European houses with or without extensions. 

Closed Sāmoan house with and without extensions are omitted altogether as their numbers are 

negligible anyway.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The 2001 statistics reveal open Sāmoan fale (14,375) to be the most numerous structures, 

followed by open-European or faleapa (10,706), and closed European or falepālagi (closed 

European) (6,166). Combining these counts with counts for each of these types with extensions in 

2001 results in the same relative order, but decreases the numerical differences. The 2001 census 

shows 17,201 Sāmoan fale (with and without extensions), 14,777 faleapa (with and without 

extensions), and 11,658 falepālagi (with and without extensions).  

Figure 43: Government House 
Type Classification Schema: 
 
 1. Open Sāmoan fale 
 2. Open Sāmoan fale w/ extension 
 3. Closed Sāmoan fale 
 4. Closed Sāmoan fale w/ extension 
 5. Open European 
 6. Open European w/ extension 
 7.  Closed European House 
 8. Closed European w/ extension 
 9. European house 2 floors 
10. Sāmoan fale 2 floors 
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Salient trends emerge by comparing the 2001 numbers with previous years, most notably the 

1971 statistics three decades earlier. This comparison shows a dramatic decrease in Sāmoan fale, 

from almost 22,004 (roughly 81% of the total) in 1971 to about 17,201 38 % of total structures in 

2001.16 Second, the number of faleapa (‘open European house’ with or without extension) went 

from almost 4% of all structures in 1971 to 32.7% of total houses in 2001, a more than 14 fold 

increase. The increased percentage of faleapa can also be compared to the relatively lower increase 

for falepālagi. In 1971 there were four falepālagi for every faleapa, but in 2001 there were about 

1.27 faleapa for every falepālagi. In addition to the rapid rise in the construction of new faleapa, the 

next most salient trends are the construction of enclosed extensions on existing faleapa, falesāmoa 

and falepālagi.  

Table 2: (Independent) Sāmoa Government Census Statistics on Houses 1971, 1976, 1981 and 2001.17  
 

 Traditional open 
Sāmoan fale 
(1 or 2 floors) 

Open fale with 
closed 
‘extension’ 

Open European 
or ‘faleapa’ 
(1 or 2 floors) 

Closed European 
House (falepālagi) 
(1 or 2 floors) 

Total Structures 
And population 
 

1971 20,998 
 

1,006 1,030 

 

4,212 27,246 buildings 

 

1976 18,713 
 

1,113 5,080 

 

7,409 32,315 buildings 

pop. 150,089 

1981 15,926 
 

2,337 6,271 8,180 32,714 buildings 
 
pop. 156,349 
 

2001 14,375 
 

2,826 10,706 
w/ext 4,071 

6,166 
w/ ext. 5,492 

45,187 buildings 
pop. 176,848 

 
One issue regarding the government census is the category of Sāmoan fale. This type includes 

a variety of forms including the three traditional types described before – faleo’o, faleāfolau, and 

faletele, as well as making no distinction between guesthouses and residences. Yet, these different 

forms represent different categories, particularly with faleo’o. Faleo’o are made relatively cheaply, 

quickly, and crudely (in terms of level of craftsmanship) by owner/builders using local materials.  

                                                
16 At 30 %, fale Sāmoa are still the most numerous type of house structure. However, as both Neich’s 1980 village 
surveys and the current study’s 2005 village surveys indicate, the reduction of Sāmoan fale has been most pronounced in 
the larger and better crafted traditional faletele and faleāfolau, and the continuation of these forms is increasingly 
involving a number of material and design innovations, which are discussed both later in this chapter, as well as in the 
following chapter in more detail. 
17 Government of Sāmoa Statistics Division Census of Population and Housing Reports for 1971, 1976, 1981, and 
2001. 
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Diachronic observation shows a decline of the old faletele and faleāfolau, particularly with 

thatch roofs from the 1980s onwards. Observations in Western Sāmoa in 1972, 1980, 1989, 1990, 

and onwards from 1998 confirm the declining numbers of these structures, with a particularly sharp 

decrease after two successive powerful cyclones in 1990 and 1991. There was little building of new 

traditional faletele or faleāfolau, but much construction of new types throughout many villages. The 

rock paepae of old faletele could often be seen with central posts still standing, while 50 or so feet 

away the family was constructing a new faleapa or falepālagi. Quite clearly, faleo’o, as secondary 

household structures of prominent households, and as main structures of lower ranking small 

households or subsidiary households, would be more numerous than the larger faletele and 

faleāfolau. However, it is not difficult to interpret that, by and large, an increasing percentage of the 

enumerations for Sāmoan fale in the government’s census must be faleo’o. A survey done of 

Sāmoan houses in 1980 by ethnographer Roger Neich helps to confirm these trends.  

Roger Neich’s 1980 Survey of Western Sāmoan Village House Types 
The decline of the building of expertly crafted traditional faletele and faleāfolau was 

enumerated in Neich’s 1980 study conducted in Western Sāmoa. Village house surveys were part of 

his larger effort to describe changes in Western Sāmoan material culture in terms of contemporary 

social and cultural contexts, and the processes and directions of change discernable at that time 

(Neich 1985:7).  

Neich developed a typology with six house types (T, Tn, Ti, Es, Eo, Ee), reflecting a spectrum 

from ‘most Sāmoan’ to ‘most European or Western’ (Neich 1985:21). The types, T, Tn, and Ti all 

adhere to Neich’s three traditional Sāmoan design principles – round ends, open sides, and one room 

under one roof – but differed according to application of traditional materials and construction 

techniques (Neich 1985:19). The T type, representing the most traditional, is thatched, constructed 

with hand-hewn Sāmoan timbers and hundreds of feet of coconut husk sennit lashing. Tn structures, 

which are essentially faleo’o, are defined by being made of local hand hewn materials, but having a 

frame that is nailed together. Ti have a larger substitution of imported materials for local ones, the 

most important one being the substitution corrugated iron roofing for the thatch.  

The Es, Eo, and Ee types correspond respectively to the government census: Es= ‘closed 

Sāmoan house’, Eo = ‘open European house’ (faleapa), and Ee= ‘closed European house’ 

(falepālagi). They each have two, one, or none of the three design principles. For example, Es has 

round ends, but not open sides, where as Eo (faleapa) has open sides but lacks round ends. Neich’s 
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typology, unlike the government’s, lacks any classifications for houses with extensions, or for 

multiple storeys. 

Neich applied this typology in his survey of 887 houses distributed in 13 widely dispersed 

villages of Upolu and Savai’i, with the following totals (listed from most to least frequent): 

 1) Tn=362; 2) Eo: 214; 3) Ee: 167; 4) Ti: 104; and 5) T: 22; and 6) Es: 18.18 The faleo’o (Tn), the 

most common structure, is the least expensive and most quickly made, followed by faleapa (Eo), 

falepālagi (Ee), and Sāmoan structure using imported materials (Ti) and finally faletele or 

faleāfolau built only of local materials (T). Enclosed Sāmoan houses (Es) are the most rare.T 

structures in the current study were observed to have all but disappeared, while the Ti structures 

exist in about the same numbers as T structures did in 1980, with a few new ones being built. It 

can therefore be surmised that the vast majority of the 17,201 open Sāmoan fale in the 

government’s 2001 survey must be of the Tn type (i.e. faleo’o). Thus, the high numbers of 

‘Sāmoan fale’ in the government surveys belie the fact that very few are the masterfully built 

traditional prestige Sāmoan structures of either faletele or faleāfolau design.  

2005 Village House Types Enumerations in Five Sample Villages 

This study surveyed five villages in independent Sāmoa including Fusi and Vae’e in the 

Safata district on Upolu’s south coast, and Sapapali’i, Lalomalava and Sili on Sāmoa’s big island of 

Savai’i. All these villages can be considered rural, being some distance from the Apia urban area. 

The data for all five villages is summarized in Table 3. The surveys compare 2005 data on house 

types with the 1970 – 2001 data from the government and Neich’s 1980 data. In developing the 

typology for the house classifications, faleo’o were separated from other falesāmoa (e.g. either 

faletele or faleāfolau), but no distinctions were made as Neich did regarding level of imported 

materials, the reason being that there are so few large Sāmoan houses made without imported 

materials that it no longer seems relevant to analyze those gradations. In addition, households and 

the number (as well as type) of structures per household were counted, and asked that any structure 

being used as a guesthouse be identified as so.  

Faleapa are seen as most frequent in all five villages except for in Sili, where faleo’o are more 

common than faleapa. Sili also had the fewest falepālagi and also a very low number of falesāmoa. 

Assessing building costs for these different structures it was hypothesized that on average people of 

Sili spend less on their housing than those of the other villages, most likely because they are 
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financially less able to do so. In contrast, Sapapali’i, which has the most falepālagi (c. 30% or 66 

within the 73 village households enumerated), also had the fewest faleo’o, but the largest number of 

falesāmoa. These figures suggest a relatively higher socioeconomic status than in Sili, perhaps 

based on greater investments in housing from overseas relatives, or other financial sources. 

Sapapali’i is a significant village of Sāmoa since it is traditional seat of the nationally significant 

high-ranking Malietoa title, a fact that would influence the need for the associated guesthouses to be 

of more traditional Sāmoan design. Sapapali’i’s inversely low number of faleo’o (only 12 in 

contrast to Sili’s 99) may suggest corresponding differences in socio-economic status, which may be 

related to remittance dependence. Overall, this suggests that increased affluence, together with 

traditional prestige titles, results in more prestigious structures of two types: guesthouses with more 

traditional design features incorporated with modern materials and greater numbers of falepālagi 

residences.19  
Table 3: Summary of 2005 Surveys on Household and House Types in Five Villages of Independent Sāmoa. 
  
Building 
Types/Villages 

Fusi Vae’e Lalomalava Sapapali’i Sili Total # of 
type 

Faleapa  
 

61 52 89  104 73 379 

w/ open ext. 
 

10  26 19  55 

w/ closed ext. 
 

6 8 21 28 10 73 

Faleo’o  
 

45 44 10 12 99 210 

w/ ext. 
 

  4 2  6 

Falepālagi 
 

24 25 48 66 29 192 

Falesāmoa 
 

1 2 10 20 2 35 

Total Bldgs 
In each village 

147 131 208 251 213 950 

 
# of households 
in Village 

 
68 

 
46 

 
57 

 
73 

 
87 

 
331 

# guesthouses 
in village 

 
11 

 
6 

 
6 

 
6 

 
8 

 
37 

 

Adjacent villages in these surveys also showed more similarities with each other than 

differences Faleo’o, followed by faleapa without extensions are seen as lower in prestige (as well as 

costs). This is reflected in the enumerator’s written side comment in the Lalomalava survey, “Not 

too many faleo’o in Lalomalava. Everyone has good houses.” The enumerator in Sili asked each 
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household about their level of satisfaction with their current housing or if they had any plans or 

desire to build other structures. She noted that the only households that were satisfied with their 

housing situation were those that had a combination of falepālagi, faleo’o and/or faleapa. The rest 

of the households all made statements about “wanting to be like other families that have 

“falepālagi.” In discussing the topic in a number of villages it became overwhelming clear that 

people without a falepālagi may be stigmatized as ‘poor’, and that part of the drive behind the 

increase of falepālagi has been inter-family and household competitions. It was decided to compare 

the 2005 surveys conducted for the current study with those of Neich’s 1980 study. The data was 

comparable given that Neich also separated out the faleo’o structure under the category of Tn, 

which the government surveys do not do. These are summarized and compared in Table 4 below. It 

must be immediately recognized that though Neich surveyed 15 villages, the number of structures 

he counts is only 887, 63 fewer than the 950 structures counted in the 5 villages of the 2005 survey.  

Table 4: 1980 and 2005 Numbers of village house types, using Neich’s 1980 data for 13 Western Sāmoan 
villages and the author’s 2005 data for five villages in W. Sāmoa.20 

Village 
House 
Types 

Fale
apa 
(Eo) 

w/ open 
ext. 

w/ closed 
ext. 

Faleo’o 
(Tn) 

w/ ext. Falepālagi 
(Ee) 

Falesāmoa 
(T & Ti 
Combined) 

Total 
Buildings 

 
1980 
15 villages 
 

214   362  167 126 887 

2005 
5 villages 
 

379 55 73 210 6 192 35 950 

 

The far fewer average structures per village in Neich’s study could be due to smaller village 

size, and/or to Neich not doing thorough enumerations of village households and their structures. 

The second possibility is suggested because Neich states his enumerations were mainly done by 

simply driving slowly or walking through a village (Neich 1985:21), a method by which house 

structures and even whole households could easily be missed. In contrast, the 2005 enumerations 

                                                
20 It would have been helpful if the 2005 survey used the same villages as the 1980 survey, yet because there are 
multiple villages in each survey, and no reason to think there are any dramatic differences between villages in their 
house types in the same year, comparing the two insights is still useful. 
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were done by a household-to-household visit, accompanied by residents of the village, asking each 

household about the number of structures and gaining first hand observation of each structure. The 

results compared well with the government census of households for those same villages. Yet, it is 

also likely that the village populations have also increased, as has the total population of the country 

between those years. Also, while the comparison is between 15 different villages in 1980 and only 

five villages in 2005, the change in relative differences in these various architectural types suggests 

certain trends in architectural changes in Sāmoan villages.  

Comparing the respective data, the most dramatic change seen is in the number of ‘fale 

Sāmoa’ (which combines faletele and faleāfolau built of either traditional or modern materials, i.e. 

T and Ti structures) from 126 in 1980 to only 35 in 2005. In 2005 traditional faletele or faleāfolau 

(T structures), which numbered only 22 in Neich’s 1980 study, had all but disappeared from 

village landscapes of both independent Sāmoa and American Sāmoa. Large Sāmoan fale damaged 

during the cyclones of 1990 and 1991 were typically not rebuilt using traditional form and 

construction. Note, while because of their aerodynamics, Sāmoan fale tend to fare better in 

cyclones than do many of the European style houses the most powerful cyclones still can cause 

considerable damage to both types of structures. Decisions not to rebuild in the traditional way 

appear to reflect the shifting economic situation and the desire to build newer style structures. 

 Traditional faletele and faleāfolau require more labour input in procuring the raw local 

building materials, and take longer to build, which also means greater expenses of feeding the 

master carpenters. With the increase of family members living and working overseas, access to 

cash and the procurement of imported building materials that require less labour to prepare for the 

construction has increased. This has influenced the decreased demand for traditional Sāmoan 

faletele and faleāfolau (using combinations of local and imported materials) and the skills of 

traditional Sāmoan master builders to construct them. The increased demand for more modern 

structures has also increased demand for training in that style of construction, and decreased levels 

of transmission of traditional knowledge and skills of the old Sāmoan building guilds. This means 

that building a well built traditional style faletele or faleāfolau using traditional materials 

(including the thousands of feet of sennit needed) has become much more difficult and expensive. 

In contrast, the construction of the self-made faleo’o, the smaller more crudely built Sāmoan 

house, continues unabated, especially in the rural villages of independent Sāmoa because it is 

inexpensive to build, uses fewer resources and the skills to build them are retained with the family.  
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Thirty-five falesāmoa, which were mainly in use as guesthouses and which all had some 

level of modern materials and construction (for example metal roofs) were counted. This is only 

slightly more than the 22 completely traditional Sāmoan faletele or faleāfolau structures that Neich 

counted in 1980. It is likely that many of those structures counted in 2005 may have been built 

originally with the local materials, but then imported materials such as metal roofing were 

substituted for the thatch at the time of renovations. Prior to the official beginning of the study 

those types of material changes were witnessed regularly. Given the increasing use of imported 

materials into village house structures two general trends were identified and are described below. 

Chapter Conclusion: Changing Forms in a Changing Culture 

This chapter has examined architectural changes in villages of both American Sāmoa and 

independent Sāmoa over the last 68 years using both quantitative and qualitative data analysis. This 

gave additional context for the micro-analysis of decisions and actions taken in guesthouse 

constructions described in the previous chapter. The key trends and factors involved in the changes 

were identified. The ethnography incorporated the first hand accounts of change from participants in 

their villages to help illustrate the courses of contintuity and change in the relationship between 

society and architcture in Sāmoan villages.  

The study showed that the vast majority of village building constructions up to 1940, besides 

churches, were largely of a ‘traditional’ Sāmoan type, utilizing the traditional design forms, local 

materials, and traditional building skills of the Sāmoans. The prestigious and well compensated 

traditional Sāmoan builders, members of the building guilds who traced their geneology to the 

Sāmoan progenitor god, Tagaloaalagi, continued to control the building of the larger and better 

crafted structures built as chiefly residences and guesthouses. Men in each family built the smaller, 

lower status, dwelling structures, called faleo’o, as well as the even smaller cooks huts, and other 

out buildings.  

Since the arrival of Europeans, Sāmoans began to adopt and appropriate new forms of status, 

such as the village position of church pastor. Increasingly, but particularly over the last six decades, 

social forms of status have become associated directly with the procurement and use of monetary 

currencies. These new forms of status became wedded with more traditional forms of status and 

identity tied to titles, land, and the production of traditional valubles including fine mats, and 

especially prestige family structures, such as guesthouses and chiefly residences. The need for 

money, spurred the demand for wage labour, particularly as cash returns for Sāmoan agricultural 

goods declined.  
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Low wages and fewer wage employment opportunities in the islands increased outmigration 

when opportunities presented themselves. This led over a couple of decades to a transnationalized 

Sāmoan society spread between the Sāmoan islands in the centre, and New Zealand, Australia, and 

the the U.S.A at its periphery. As the shifting socio-economic base shifted, so did the types of 

building materials and forms utilized in Sāmoan village architecture. Hurricanes, loss of traditional 

building knowledge and skills, increased number of family possessions, increased use of imported 

building materials with their different properties, and altering life styles and values, together with 

the persistence of Sāmoan cultural identity, and recongifuration of Sāmoan cultural values and 

practices to fit changing conditions have all been viewed as a part of this process. The events of 

history, changing economics with increasing shifts from subsistence to cash and migration to 

overseas employment, new forms of cross-cultural contact, and the incorporation of new types of 

building materials have all been agents of change in the architectural trajectories described.  

The chapter has shown how rates and dynamics of architectural change are divergent between 

both independent Sāmoa and American Sāmoa, and between the family/village guesthouses and the 

residential structures within either American Sāmoa or independent Sāmoa. The United States 

subsidized post hurricane rebuilding programs in American Sāmoa which was one major factor in 

these divergences in addition to other socioeconomic differences in access to capital used for 

constructions. Village-to-village differences were seen within each of the two Sāmoas.Where 

affluence was greater, newer guesthouses tended to reflect more traditional features, while 

residential houses appeared to be larger and fancier, symbolizing both the modern wealth and 

prestige of the associated family. The next chapter presents the research conducted on the 

sociocultural implications of the changes in architecture that have been described.  

Economic resources are invested in houses vested with prestige of two types, that associated 

with linkages to traditional forms of prestige in the form of matai titles, which becomes manifested 

in impressive guesthouses that typically have traditional Sāmoan architectural and artistic features 

and icons, and in larger enclosed European style houses, associated with western forms of status and 

possessions. Both are aspired to. The faleo’o continues to be built as an inexpensive and practical 

structure in Sāmoan family life, particulary in independent Sāmoa. Where family incomes are low, it 

may be, at least temporarilly the only residential structure other than the cook huts or bathrooms. 

The open faleapa is also well suited to Sāmoan climate and considered an appropriate type of 

structure for either a residence or a guesthouse. While such structures are seen used for either 
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purpose in independent Sāmoa, it is rare to see a faleapa in use as a residence in American Sāmoa. 

Faleapa in American Sāmoa are most commonly seen built and used as guesthouses only. 

Another difference between the two Sāmoas found in the trends, and also made evident in the 

detailed case studies developed in the next chapter, is that the line between guesthouses and 

residential structures is more often blurred in independent Sāmoa than in Amerian Sāmoa. The 

difference between the architectural types (e.g. open versus enclosed) considered appropriate for 

these different functions is one factor explaining this difference. Perhaps an even stronger influential 

factor is the growth of subdivided matai titles in independent Sāmoa, which results in a matai 

wishing to have his own associated guesthouse near his own residence to receive guests and carry 

out any ceremonial functions of his own descent branch. This guesthouse created by a descent group 

branch may be given its own new created name, while the ancestral guesthouse on the malae 

maintains the ancestral name. The guesthouse on the malae representing the maximal descent group 

may over time receive less use, if and when the maximal descent group becomes less important and 

less of a corporeal entity. This process may and does in many cases lead to multiple descent groups 

(as oppossed to branches) each led by their own sa’o, but all holding the same title name.  

In American Sāmoa, this pattern is less evident since policy prevents a pattern of title splitting. 

The guesthouses on the malae remain the important houses for all large exchanges, continuing to 

retain the customary original names, as oppossed to the new names created for the additional 

guesthouses being built in independent Sāmoa. Furthermore, jurisdiction over those structures plus 

the residences directly behind them are passed with the sucession of the title to the next incumbent, 

who may not be closely related to the children of the last incumbent. As a result, the people 

occupying the residential structure associated with the guesthouse may also have to move to a new 

location after a title investiture, unless the new candidate permits or asks them to continue to reside 

there. This practice would not apply to the quasi guesthoues of independent Sāmoa, such as Maota o 

Fa’aleleiga (described in Chapter VI) that are not built at the ancestral guesthouse site on the malae.  

Another factor to consider in the analysis of the trajectories is the Sāmoan architectural 

generative principle of ‘one room under one roof’, which leads to multiple building households, 

each building being like a room. Both direct observations and the government surveys over the 

three decades from 1970 – 2001 indicate that falepālagi were built at first more as additional 

structures on a family compound. Many of these early falepālagi only had one room with louvered 

windows placed all the way around. The fact of being only one room thereby maintained Principle 

#5 (one room under one roof/building structure). The large area of walls occupied by windows 
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helps maintain a high level of openness even though the house is now enclosed. If the house is 

subdivided into rooms, both Principle #5 (one room per roof) and Principle #6 are broken. The 

quantitative data revealed that the creation of multiple room structures first developed through the 

building of extensions onto existing one room structures, typically the first falepālagi, though they 

were also built onto the rear of faleapa or falesāmoa. Those extensions, for use as bedrooms, 

storage areas, modern kitchen facilities (e.g. a gas burner, refrigerator, sink) and a bathrooms, can 

be understood to be a substitute for building additional ancillary structures, such as faleo’o to the 

rear of the main structure (as was illustrated in Figure 51). The net effect was less need to build 

additional separate ancillary structures. However, eventually more structures were conceived and 

built from the start with multiple rooms, and spaces, and increasingly with a large open wall-less 

front area. The step-by-step confrontations with the traditional architectural habitus can be 

understood as a dynamic of this process.  

Today, household compounds in villages of independent Sāmoa are split between those that 

contain enclosed residential structures and those that do not. Most village households are composed 

of an assortment of living structures, some open sided and others not, or with just enclosed 

extensions. More family household compounds in villages of American Sāmoa, in contrast, are 

largely composed of self-contained single units with multiple rooms in each structure. Many of the 

new built forms over the last sixty years appear as ‘hybrids’, incorporating combination of Sāmoan 

and European design concepts and materials. Sāmoans will refer to the use of cement posts as 

opposed to traditional posts made of local trees as ‘pou pālagi’ (pālagi posts) as readily as they may 

refer to them as pou simā (cement posts). Likewise, the faleapa, the rectangular open house with the 

metal roof, was referred to in some cases as falepālagi (due to its rectangular plan and imported 

materials) while in other contexts it became ‘Sāmoan’ because of its open sides.  

The tracing of architectural trends and trajectories in villages of both American Sāmoa and 

independent Sāmoa over the past 65 years has provided a macro view of processes involved in the 

relationship between society and architecture in Sāmoan villages in a changing context. New 

technologies, materials, economic structures, contact with outside culture were all seen as agents of 

the processes of change examined. Social agency within the Sāmoan society as people strive for 

new forms and ways of obtaining status was also a central theme. The overarching constraints of 

habitus, both as embodied in architectural forms and space and in the less tangible realm of social 

consciousness, were also seen to continue to be at work within the processes of continuity and 

change.  
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VII 

 

CONSTRUCTING AGENCY 
‘FAUSAGA O TAU’ 

 

The habitus concept developed and applied in Chapter V offered a theoretical means of 

linking intangible aspects of culture to the tangible dimensions of physical forms and spaces of 

built environment and in relation to the spatial and temporal dimensions of human activity. Spatial 

and physical features of the built environment were seen to be generative (as well as reflective) of 

cultural orientations, values and social practices - a mirror to Samoan culture and social 

organization from which people take their cues, to some extent reproducing while also altering 

cultural ideas and socio-spatial practices. This idea is central to this thesis in its examination of 

how reproduction and change of the forms of the built environments facilitates and affects 

processes of cultural continuity and change.  

Some social scientists critically assert that Bourdieu’s habitus theory is only a “structurally 

causal model based on reified abstractions. Agency is reduced to a seemingly passive power of 

reacting (habitually) to social-structural prerequisites (c.f. Jenkins 1992)” (Rapport and Overing 

2000:3). However, when habitus is viewed as embodied in the form of humanly designed and 

constructed buildings, agency is also part of the equation. It takes agency, “the capability, the 

power, to be the source and originator of acts” (Rapport and Overing 2000:1) to design and 

construct buildings that will help materialize social aims. 

Chapter VI’s longitudinal examination of architectural trajectories over 65 years of 

continuity and change described patterns by which institutional agents of change influenced the 

reconstruction of buildings and spatial layouts in ways that also reflected other changes in the 

society. Habitus and agency were seen as dimensions of these processes. That macro-view of 

trends and processes of continuity and change sets the stage for Chapter VII’s micro analysis of 

decisions and actions involved in the construction of two different guesthouses, one in American 

Sāmoa, the other in independent Sāmoa. It is those decisions and actions that result in architectural 

reproduction with hold varying levels of architectural continuity with past forms, which, as the 

theory predicts, impacts the habitus, the modus operandi of cultural reproduction. 
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The two case studies illuminate contrasts between the socio-political system and economic 

conditions in the dynamics of guesthouse construction in the two Sāmoas, They also both 

demonstrate how guesthouse constructions simultaneously involve habitus (as a constraining 

force) and agency as the process of causation. Building or rebuilding structures can serve social 

purposes, which may elevate the social status or prestige of individuals and bring about greater 

social solidarity. It is from this theme that the chapter gains its title ‘Constructing Agency’ in 

which a double meaning is implied: 1) Constructing houses that will serve as agents of socially 

desired outcomes; and 2) examining the ways that agency is thought about in Sāmoan cultural 

terms and in relation to existing theories about agency and materiality. 

The focus on decision, cause, action, realization, and effect framed by historical and 

institutional contexts illustrates how physical construction processes link to socio-cultural 

processes. It is in the very decisions, actions and relationships engaged in bringing a new structure 

into being that agency is found, yet those decisions and actions are also shaped and constrained by 

the intangible dimensions of habitus. Details of design and construction make social differences. 

Architectural design implies considerations of the material agency or effect that buildings can 

produce in the community in areas of leadership, social status and group formations and cohesions. 

In short, constructing buildings is constructing agency. 

The building of a Sāmoan family and village guesthouse contrasts socially and economically 

with that of other family structures. The involvement of the entire descent group is expected in the 

reconstruction of the guesthouse. This requires collaborative meetings and financial and/or labour 

commitments from the various branches that represent the entire descent with group. In contrast, a 

chief building his own residential structure usually relies mainly on his immediate family. The 

resources and labour needed for other household structures with less socio-political significance 

and prestige are the responsibility of individual household members. This social dynamic keeps 

secondary structures of the household more humble than the main residence associated with the 

family matai as socially more significant structures are bigger and utilize more resources. 

Integrating Perspectives of Materiality, Agency & House Society  

Sāmoan society was identified in Chapter IV as a classic example of a House Society as 

defined by all the criteria described by Lévi-Strauss. 1 The corporeality of Sāmoan cognatic 

                                                             
1 The background material on Sāmoan social organization given in Chapter I also helps identify Sāmoa as a classic 
House Society: for example, the cognatic system of corporate descent resulting in flexible and mutable patterns of 
residence and descent. The ability to receive matai titles through either mother’s or father’s lines, or to even receive a 
title from one spouse’s group. 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descent groups has been described (Tiffany 1975), but this chapter illustrates more fully the role 

of guesthouses in creating and maintaining this corporeality. According to materiality theory 

(Buchli 2002, 2006; Gell 1998; Knappett 2005; Miller 1998, 2005; Tilley, Kuchler-Gogden and 

Rowlaids ed. 2005) cultural ideas do not exist without their material manifestations, which is a 

much stronger assertion than merely stating that material things express or symbolize cultural 

intangibles. 

This chapter also follows through with the theory of House Society, demonstrating the 

convergence of its theoretical premise with that of materiality and agency. This helps show how 

houses become a principle, as opposed to simply a context, for kinship and corporate descent 

group production and reproduction. The connection between guesthouse construction, the 

constitution and perpetuation of corporate descent groups, and the personal development of agency 

of the descent group chief integrate  the social and material processes of construction.  

The analysis shows the linkage between the reproduction of Sāmoan corporate cognatic 

descent groups and family guesthouses (faletalimālō). Matai titles, rooted in specific villages, are 

associated with the guesthouse and a number of residing households. These guesthouses in 

association with the titles and descent groups anchor and ground this mobile and extended social 

system. Participation in, or contributions to, guesthouse construction helps manifest descent 

group’s corporate identity. Maintaining an active membership involves contributing to ceremonial 

descent group ceremonial exchanges. 

Tautua, which includes the provision of food to people of higher rank, contributing labour 

and resources for the building of chiefly houses, as well as for ceremonial gift exchanges, provides 

a defining element of the ‘House’ (i.e. ‘āiga membership), and an important criteria in selecting 

new titleholders. A well-known Sāmoan saying reinforces this: ‘O le ala o le pule o le tautua’ 

(‘the path to authority is through service’). As the case studies will show, the building of a 

guesthouse imbues highly contingent social processes with a variety of different types of potential 

social outcomes. The process is not simply a material manifestation of existing social realities, but 

rather an ongoing process of creating social realities in which guesthouse construction plays an 

active part.  

Recent House Society literature (e.g., Mansfeld 2002; Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995b; Fox 

1993; Janowski 1995; Joyce and Gillespie 2000; McKinnon 1995; Sparkes 2003; Waterson 1997; 

Vellinga 2007; 2004, et al) has shifted from Lévi-Strauss’s original conception of House Society 

as a particular societal type, similar to egalitarian, stratified or cognatic societies to an 
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ethnographic focus in which residence, architecture, and household processes are intrinsic 

dimensions of social life and its organization. As Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995b:20-21) state: 

“Rather than seeing in the house the birth of a new analytic type, the anthropological child of 

alliance and descent, it is this holistic potential of viewing houses ‘in the round’ which we would 

emphasize.” This direction in House Society approaches raises an important question regarding the 

relative difference in materiality and agency in houses, or what Stephen Sparkes (2003:3) calls the 

“comparative degree of house-ness,” between different societies. An important contribution of this 

study is to show that the relative high level of ‘house-ness’ in Sāmoa, (as already identified in 

Chapter IV) is directly manifested through, and reciprocally attributable, to a relatively high level 

of agency and materiality found in architectural processes, particularly guesthouses. The chapter 

thus shows how people make houses, and how houses in turn make social groups (i.e. the social 

House). 

Theorizing the Materiality and Agency in Sāmoan Guesthouses  

The agency of guesthouses accrues both through their construction and through their use 

over time. This agency is also expressed through the naming of a house. Every significant 

Sāmoan matai name has an associated maota or laoa name, an ‘ava cup name, and a taupou 

name, which are passed from generation to generation. This promotes the prestige of the sa’o 

titles (together with the chiefs who hold and serve these titles) and the corporeality of the 

associated descent groups. A sa’o demonstrates his/her agency though the successful, 

reconstruction (or renovation) of the descent group’s faletalimālō which is completed with the 

support and agreement of the ‘āigapotopoto. Simultaneously, through this process, guesthouses 

are reciprocally attributed agency to ensure the unity and corporeality of the descent group 

under the leadership of its sa’o. 

The reproduction of the descent group, the succession of the title, and the reconstruction of 

the descent group guesthouse are all linked processes. As Principle #4 (of the nine principles of the 

Sāmoan architectural habitus), guesthouses are the first in the list that refer directly to architectural 

structures or their features. Principles #1, #2, and #3 refer more to general spatial and temporal 

orientations and practices and to the central spatial importance of village malae. Principles #5 - #9 

all refer to traditional features and principles of Sāmoan architecture (e.g. no walls, posts, round 

ends, etc). 

Of all the different family structures associated with families in a village, guesthouses 

typically retain greater levels of traditional features as the venue for traditional practices of the 
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society. As such, guesthouses are seen as relatively more important for the continuity of traditional 

Sāmoan culture and institutions. They are associated more generally with the reproduction of 

various cultural values, ideas and social practices as well as being the physical sign and anchor in 

the village landscape of the village matai title and descent group for which it stands. 

Figure 44 features a diagram of the agency connections between ancestors, titles, chieftains, 

descent groups, and their material manifestation in guesthouses. The model incorporates Alfred 

Gell’s (1998:36-38) theory of a paired “agent/patient” relationship between humans and material 

objects. Agency in this model is reciprocally constituted between triangulated, not just paired 

relationships. The model holds that a reciprocal mutually contingent agency is constituted in each 

paired set of relationships between the sa’o (the holder of the descent group’s highest ranking title), 

the apical ancestor, the faletalimālō and the ‘āigapotopoto. 

Figure 44: Diagram identifying relationships of agent and agency between the highest ranking chief 
commissioning the construction, descent group, apical ancestor and matai name. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Unlike Gell’s dual pairing of social/material entities in relationships of agency, an 

interlocking triangulation within each pair is suggested. For example, agency between the family 

sa’o and the faletalimālō triangulates with the ancestral sa’o name (or title) bestowed by the 

descent group. In other words, the title attributes agency to its holder to do certain things, just as 

Suafa o le 
Sa’o Ancestor’s 
name and 
descent group 
title held by 
the  sa’o. 

   Taufaleali’i 
Sa’o (highest 
ranking chief of 
the descent 
group) who 
commissions the 
construction 

 ‘Āigapotopoto  
Corporate descent 
group whose 
members claim lines 
of descent from 
common ancestor 
 

 

Faletalimālō  
The descent 
group 
guesthouse  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter VII: Constructing Agency Fausaga o Tau 

  231 

the holder serves the descent group’s corporate identity through the title. While the sa’o holds a 

relationship of agency with respect to the faletalimālō, he also holds a relationship of agency with 

respect to the ancestor by virtue of the ancestral name bestowed on him. This is possible only with 

the consent of the whole ‘āigapotopoto (the cognatic descent group). In this manner, every paired 

relationship is triangulated with and contingent upon another third entity. 

This triangulation of agency underlies the thinking/acting process in the society and can be 

understood in practical terms. The sa’o holds the supposed agency to commission the building of a 

house by virtue of his title. His efficacy derives from the idea that the title, understood as an 

embodiment of the original ancestor’s spirit, is now embodied in him. But ideally the title was 

bestowed through the collective will of all the ancestor’s descendents who maintain group 

membership. His actual agency to build the house must then rest upon the continued willingness, 

cooperation and resources of those members. The triangulation of the ancestor embodied in the 

title, the person of the present titleholder and the descent group members is evident. Similarly, the 

triangulation between the physical houses being constructed, the chief commissioning them, and 

the carpenters is also real and agent filled. If any of the links in these two triangulations is broken 

the results will be felt – no house will get built, or if it does get built, it will not hold the important 

social meaning for which it is intended.  

The agent/agency dynamic is dependent upon a network of conceptual linkages of agency 

between all these different entities. The Sāmoan concept of anoafale is also usefully reapplied here. 

Informant Tauiliili Pemerika explained that the anoafale signifies the ancestor’s instructions to 

maintain the corporate identity of his/her descendents manifested in the ‘life of a house’, that is, its 

anoafale. Those instructions are part of tōfā (ancestral wisdom) envisioned as being received with 

the title. The ancestor’s agency is materialized through the anoafale realized through both the 

building of and dwelling in the house. Thus, a network flow of agency can be conceptualized as 

starting with the ancestor as an initial cause of things and beings, moves through the title, to the 

sa’o, to the builders, and through the material construction into the final building. 

For the sake of simplicity, several important social entities in the system of agents and 

agency of guesthouse constructions have been omitted from the diagram. The most obvious is the 

matuaofaiva (master carpenter). In the two building constructions examined in this chapter the 

sa’o fulfils both the taufaleali’i and the matuaofaiva positions. Playing this dual role reduced 

construction costs. The term taufaleali’i, “the chief of the agency that brings about the house” is 

the honorific term of reference for the sa’o only during the period of construction (Buck 1930:87). 
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The matuaofaiva position mediates the agency between the sa’o (taufaleali’i) and the emerging 

faletalimālō, a mediating role so significant that a sacred covenant (feagaiga) is ritually made 

between the sa’o and the matuaofaiva before a construction begins. In this feagaiga the contracts 

of the commission are orally recited (Buck 1930:88). The matuaofaiva and his group are 

incorporated into the family as high honoured members, entitled with the honorific of aga’itupu 

(companion of kings), which refers to their legendary beginnings as children of the progenitor god, 

Tagaloaalagi. 

Two more social roles mediate the taufaleali’i (sa’o) –matuaofaiva relationship to ensure 

agency is fully realized and the house is built properly. The first is the taufalemau, a tulāfale 

appointed by the sa’o to liaise with the matuaofaiva to ensure that all the material needs of the 

construction are being met. This applies especially to the sennit or ‘afa. o le tulāfale e feagai ma 

le matai tufuga. O ia fo’i e su’e ‘afa o le fale’ (‘The orator chief who faces the matauofaiva. He 

is also responsible for the house’s sennit’). Thousands of yards of sennit are needed for 

construction of a faletele and can be used metaphorically to reference anything that is needed to 

get the structure built. The second is the taufalefeagai, a tulāfale who speaks on behalf of the 

matuaofaiva to the taufalemau. In this manner, the master carpenter and the sa’o each have their 

representatives to help mediate the process. Nothing is taken for granted. 

Tau as Agency in Sāmoa 

In tracing agency in the house building process, a number of terms involving the Sāmoan 

morpheme tau are seen: the chief who commissions the building of the structure is the taufaleali’i, 

the two mediating positions between taufaleali’i and the master carpenter are called taufalemau 

and taufale feagaiga. The feasts involved with the construction are called the tautūga (tūga 

meaning the ‘the standing up of”). Family members who support the chief in the construction are 

his tautua, those who serve from behind. The taufaleali’i is the ali’i (chief) who holds the agency 

to build the new fale. The taufalemau serves as an intermediary agent to make that agency firm 

(mau), while the taufale feagaiga also acts as secondary mediating agent in the covenant 

(feagaiga) between the master carpenter and the social entities of the taufaleali’i and the 

taufalemau.  

The point in all these examples is that tau denotes the agency involved in bringing the new 

structure properly into being. The tau (agency) to bring a material thing (in this case a house) into 

being is found in a number of other terms denoting special social positions in the society. For 

example, taulāitu (spirit medium) and tautai (master fisherman) denote individuals who have 
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special agency with respect, in the first case, to the spirits (āitu) or, in the second case, the sea (tai). 

Taupou, the word denoting a titled virgin daughter of a high chief, denotes the agency of this 

social position with respect to the prestige of the ali’i to whom the taupou is associated. Similarly, 

tautua, service denotes the agent role of those who exist and serve from the rear towards 

community goals. These examples directly illustrate Knappet’s (2005:31) definition of agency as a 

“relational property, distributed across hybridized human-non-human networks … whereby] 

agency … resides neither in human nor non-humans but in the intra-actions.”2 Gell (1998) conveys 

the same idea with his terms ‘agent/patient’ pairs, or ‘primary and secondary agents’. Those intra-

action agency networks across human and non-human subjects were modelled for the case of 

guesthouse constructions above. 

Effect of Differing Government Policies of Fa’amatai in the two Sāmoas  

A few general points about the two case studies presented can be made. First, one is based in 

independent Sāmoa and the other in American Sāmoa. This offers a way to examine differing 

socio-economic conditions and government policy regarding the matai system and how this affects 

the materiality of guesthouses. The methodology of the two cases studies is also different. My 

primary role in the first case study was that of a researcher, a friendly person who visited, 

interviewed people, took pictures, etc.; in the second case study my primary role was that of a son-

in-law of the family, working with the family to try to help achieve family goals, a capacity in 

which I had much more influence (and agency) than if I were only a researcher. 

 This role provided a more insider view of family dynamics and circumstances. As a pālagi 

son-in-law still coming to grips with various aspects of Sāmoan culture, the experience stimulated 

new insights and understandings. Reflecting on the experiences and its challenges later with the 

                                                             
2 One bi-lingual Sāmoan was asked without any hint what Sāmoan word might mean agency in terms of its meaning 
‘to cause or bring about’. His reply was the term ‘tau’. Another consultant agreed that looking at the underlying 
semantic connections of many tau terms to derive the idea of it denoting agency was appropriate. The fact that tau (by 
itself) can mean weather, fight, price, for example has in my interpretation a connected underlying meaning of agency 
seen across all of the meanings for tau. Likewise, the use of tau as prefix on verbs to denote either intensity or 
repetition of the action can also be interpreted as denoting agency. These points about tau denoting agency was 
discussed with educated Sāmoans and Polynesian linguists in a variety of ways. 
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theoretical view of agency has helped to reinterpret what was occurring on at the time, realizations 

that are now reflected in the analysis. 

The significant socio-economic differences between the two Sāmoas and differences in matai 

practices are examined.  For example, independent Sāmoa allows the sub-division of single titles 

so multiple people can hold the same title. This practice began under colonialism, but rapidly 

accelerated in the late 1960s (Meleisea 1987a:200-202). The proliferation of matai titles was a 

major reason that Sāmoa moved from matai suffrage to universal suffrage in the early 1990s. Not 

only did single titles get subdivided among multiple holders, but some totally new titles were 

created, infamoulsy known as matai palota titles, titles specifically created by candidates or their 

supporters in order to get more votes. Currently, only a few titles are restricted from being 

subdivided to a multiplicity of holders.  

Independent Sāmoa also permits individuals to register themselves to multiple matai titles, 

which in effect articulate and more formally links them with legal and social responsibilities to 

various descent groups (e.g. father’s father’s group, father’s mother’s, mother’s father’s, spouse’s 

etc). Typically, one of these titles will be the individual’s primary title, though the same individual 

uses other titles in differing social and political contexts. A multiple titleholder may use only one 

title for voting purposes. 

In contrast to independent Sāmoa, American Sāmoa generally prohibits the practice of title 

splitting. Consequently, only one person can hold a particular matai title. Likewise, the 

government prohibits an individual from having more than one title. If a person already holding a 

title receives another title, the first title must be relinquished.  

No research has been conducted on the implications of these differences in matai system 

between the two Sāmoas. This study suggests some preliminary ideas about how these differences 

in matai system policy affect migration, the structure of Sāmoan transnationalism in both Sāmoas, 

and ultimately, the dynamics of materiality of the relationship between guesthouses, chieftains and 

their descent groups. For example, in order to hold a family title in American Sāmoa an individual 

must reside in American Sāmoa and preferably in the village where the title is rooted. This 

prevents American Sāmoans living overseas from holding titles in American Sāmoan villages. The 

American Sāmoa case study illustrates a common pattern of individuals returning to American 

Sāmoa, often after retirement, to receive family titles. 

In independent Sāmoa, in contrast, people return to the islands and receive titles, and then 

return overseas, often leaving other senior holders of the same title to reside in the village and 
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represent the descent group’s interests there. The bestowal of titles to  overseas Sāmoans is way to 

ensure their support to the village-based activities, including financial support for rebuilding 

guesthouses or occasionally a church. While this serves as a transnational incentive for multiple 

holders of the same title, the multiplicity of holders of the same title has also developed out of 

frictions between different branches of a growing descent group, each branch wanting to have a 

member from their branch to hold the title. Increasing size of descent groups over time is another 

factor. 

Subdividing a title is seen generally to lower its mamalu (authoritative dignity and prestige). 

It may help avoid lengthy court cases, but exacerbate conflicts related to land. The subdivision of 

single titles may also be result in multiple guesthouses associated with a single title, which divides 

rather than supports a united corporate identity. Such a phenomena cannot occur in the more 

conservative system used in American Sāmoa. The differences between matai system policies in 

the two Sāmoas thereby differentially affect the meaning and processes of guesthouse 

constructions between the two Sāmoas. The matai system differences also reflect the differing 

socio-economic conditions across the political divide, and differentially impact the structure of 

transnationalism between the two Sāmoas . 

Reconstructing the Laoa o Fale’ulu, Faga’alu Village, American Sāmoa  

Fale’ulu (‘Breadfruit House’) is the customary name of the Usoagalelei guesthouse in 

Faga’alu, a medium sized village of Tutuila situated near to the mouth of Pago Pago Bay around 

which much of American Samoa’s governmental and commercial activities are centred. Faga’alu 

is also the location of American Sāmoa’s main hospital, the LBJ Tropical Medical Center. This 

case study follows the rebuilding of this guesthouse over an eight-month period in 2004 under the 

leadership of High Orator Chief Usoagalelei Talailevā Lano’o, (who will be referred to by his 

calling name of Uso).3 A brief sketch of Uso’s personal history prior to 2004 provides necessary 

background. 

Born in Faga’alu in 1946, one of fourteen children, Uso’s mother named him Talailevā 

(‘story in the relationship’), to refer to the intensified relationship between American and Sāmoan 

culture that was spawned during the World War II, when many U.S. marines were stationed in 

American Sāmoa. This name is emblematic for his life story and the general historical 
                                                             
3 The researcher was introduced to Chief Usoagalelei, through a relative, the General Manager of the American Sāmoa 
Public Works Building Department, who was interviewed earlier regarding American Sāmoa’s building regulations.  
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developments that have similarly affected the lives of many Sāmoans, in both American Sāmoa 

and independent Sāmoa. 

 

In 1961 at the age of 15 Talailevā moved to Hawaii to live with relatives and further his 

education. He later became a technical advisor and welder for the Arco Company Refinery in Los 

Angeles. While he worked and earned money, he continued his tautua to his extended family at 

home, sending remittances, much of which helped buy building materials for the various 

residential and family structures on the site. The majority of his career was spent working as a 

mechanical and welding engineer for the Arco Company in southern California, where he learned 

some of the technical skills that became important part of the building of the new Fale’ulu.  

Upon his retirement from the Arco Company in 2000, he and Susan, his wife of Hawaiian-

Japanese descent, returned to live permanently in American Sāmoa, building the falepālagi 

residence at the end of the family hall, the second storey of which comprised his sister’s and her 

husband’s household. In 2002 the Usoagalelei clan convened and selected Talailevā, at age 54, to 

succeed as the next sa’o. Many of his siblings had become ministers, which effectively prevented 

them from being selected to hold the family matai position, since Sāmoans are not allowed to hold 

both the position of a minister and a matai.  

Talailevā had continued to demonstrate his tautua and his alofa throughout his many years 

away in America. Many of the buildings in the family compound were built with materials bought 

using money he remitted from USA. The saofa’i (installation ceremony) was held in the 

rectangular guesthouse his father had built in 1954. The following photo depicts the new sa’o after 

the bestowal posing with family members in front of the old Fale’ulu (Figure 46). The following 

Figure 45: Aerial view of 
Faga’alu Village, Tutuila. 
Usoagalelei compound inside 
white outline. The second 
major Chieftain of Faga’alu,  
holds the adjacent estate and 
guesthouse (left side). The 
LBJ Tropical Medical Center 
visible in lower left corner 
directly inland of the Fano 
estate.   
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year (2003) Uso received a tatau (traditional Sāmoan male knee to waist tattoo), which has 

become a way for many Sāmoans to restore their cultural identity, particularly if they have lived 

for many years in an overseas environment (Van der Ryn 1995).  

 

Convening of ‘Āigapotopoto and Announcement of Anoafale  

As the descent group’s new chiefly head or sa’o, Usoagalei Talailevā Lano’o desired to 

demonstrate leadership and reinforce the solidarity of the descent group. One way of doing that 

was by rebuilding the Usoagalelei guesthouse, Fale’ulu. In 2004 (one year after being bestowed 

the descent group’s sa’o title) Uso called the ‘āigapotopoto together to announce the anoafale. 4 

He specifically invited the six matāfale (constituent sub-groups) so all that all branches would be 

represented, and would be a contributing part of the process. 5  

In the past, when all the building materials were mostly derived from the lands of the family 

and village, the sa’o as the taufaleali’i or his appointed taufalemau would survey the family and 

village lands to assess available resources for the construction. This included the trees from which 

the house would be constructed and the food crops that would be needed to feed the carpenters and 

others who helped the project. Today, in both Sāmoas but especially in American Sāmoa, money is 

needed to buy materials and feed the carpenter team. 

Descent group members at the meeting agreed to support the project and to contribute funds 

($5,000 per each of the six matāfale6) and labour. The pledged funds were slow to arrive, so Uso 

                                                             
4 Anoafale, discussed in length in Chapter Four refers to the social purpose (and contents) of the guesthouse that the 
rebuilding of it will perpetuate, which originates from the apical ancestor. 
5 Unfortunately,  case study work began after this meeting. 
6 Matāfale refers to a household of the larger descent group headed by its own matai. 

Figure 46: 2002, 
photo of Usoagalelei 
Talailevā Lano’o 
after his saofa’i (title 
bestowal), which 
took place in the last 
Fale’ulu, Laoa of 
Usoagalelei. His 
wife, Susan, stands 
next to him.  
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started the project using $20,000 of his own money. By the time these funds were almost depleted, 

half way through construction, he had still not received the pledged funds but family members 

were providing labour. One of the related chiefs who took on the position of a taufalemau 

suggested taking out a loan to complete the project. This chief then called a second meeting of the 

‘āigapotopoto to get each matāfale to make good on their pledges and the pledged funds finally 

materialized. A key point is that Chief Uso chose to be the matuaofaiva of the project, and thus 

there was no commissioning of an outside builder. All the labour also came from members of the 

extended family. 

On the first fieldwork visit to the building site of the new Fale’ulu, Uso and, several younger 

men of the extended family were inspecting the cement posts of the house, which stood in a 

perfect circle forming the house perimeter (Figure 47). The structure had a round floor plan (i.e. a 

faletele or falelapotopoto), but modern design and materials. As noted previously, a traditional 

faletele construction begins with the erection of the central posts on which the roof structure stands 

and ends with the placement of an outer rim of posts (poulalo) after the roof is built. 

Over the coming months, numerous visits to Uso and the household compound were made to 

document and learn more about the material and social process of the construction and gain more 

understandings about the family, the village and how the specifics of the new structure – its design, 

artistic innovations, and social and economic inputs  related to socio-cultural dynamics. The 

narrative reveals themes of agency and materiality occurring in the social and material 

reproduction of the descent group. 

 Key points from the fieldwork to discuss include: 1) Uso’s decision to be the master 

carpenter of the project; 2) the decision to build it with a round floor plan; 3) the desire to build 

with as many traditional elements as possible; 4) the influence of his father on the decisions, the 

lack of traditional knowledge and materials to build it traditionally; 5) the physical, social and 

economic process of building the new structure; 6) artistic innovations and agency involved with 

the process; and 7) the house’s use and value to strengthen and perpetuate descent group 

corporeality with the new Usoagalelei as the leader. 
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Influence of Usoagalelei Talaileva’s Father 

Uso’s father’s descent group were members of the traditional building guild of ‘Āiga Sā 

Saoluage in Manu’a.7 Uso’s father was born in Manu’a and was fully trained in the traditional 

skills of Sāmoan house building. Upon their marriage, Uso’s parents decided to reside in Faga’alu 

because Tutuila offered more employment opportunities than Manu’a. Yet that decision, however 

also affected the way corporate descent groups develop and incorporate their membership. As a 

skilled master carpenter, Lano’o (Uso’s father) could also serve (tautua) his wife’s descent group 

well through the construction of new buildings on the compound to house the growing numbers of 

the extended household, including his own 14 children. The Usoagalalei compound became 

important as a place to house the Lano’o relatives when they came to Tutuila from Manu’a so 

extra structures were built to accommodate these visitors. 

Uso’s father found employment as a carpenter in Tutuila in the 1960s after the Newsweek 

article entitled “America’s Shame in the South Pacific” sparked many new government funded 

construction projects  roads, schools, hospitals, television stations. One of these was the hospital, 

whose construction began in Faga’alu in 1961.8 Uso’s father was employed as a carpenter in this 

project where he learned to use new materials and forms, such as a single cement post/ rafter 

combination unit that was an architectural feature of the hospital (Figure 48). This experience led 

                                                             
7 Refer to Chapter III for the oral traditions from Manu’a of the origin of matuaofaiva guilds as they 
descended from Tagaloaalagi, the Creator and progenitor God of the lagi (heaven). 

8 Because of the lack of qualified Sāmoan teachers, lessons were produced at the television station and then 
broadcast to televisions in the classroom, a unique experiment in education that only lasted several years. 

Figure 47: Early part 
of construction of the 
new Fale’ulu on 29 
July 2004. The 
cement house posts at 
the house’s perimeter 
had been set. The 
house will be round 
as opposed to 
rectangular as was the 
previous Fale’ulu (see 
Fig.41). 
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to innovations in his work on more traditional Sāmoan type structures, such as the Fano 

guesthouse, which he was commissioned to build in the early 1970s. 

 The structure exhibits an innovative melding of traditional Sāmoan faleāfolau design, 

construction and materials, with some newer materials and design. In particular, the single cement 

post/rafters units (Figure 48 upper left) were a feature of the local hospital, schools and the airport 

in Tafuna, all built in the mid 1960s (Figure 48 right). This feature is used in place of the inner set 

of inner posts (poutū) (see Figure 49 for the comparison). Additional innovations include the wide 

veranda encircling the structure with another outer ring of house posts supporting it. This allows 

for covered space for lower ranking people attending a formal event to sit nearby without directly 

impinging on the more formal part of the space within the main structure, where only people of 

rank traditionally sit. The roofing over this veranda feature is an extended fa’atautau (roof eave). 

Also of note, is the abundant use of multi-coloured ‘afa (coconut husk sennit). 
  

      

    
(photos by Fepulea’I M. Van der Ryn) 

 

Figure 48 (top left) 
Interior Fano of 
guesthouse showing 
innovation of the 
single cement post-
rafter unit that meets 
the tie beam 
(utupoto). This 
innovation derives 
from the traditional 
master builder’s 
experience with a 
similar cement post 
and rafter form at the 
nearby hospital (top 
right). (Bottom) 
Other architectural 
innovations include 
the multi-coloured 
‘afa (sennit). 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(photos by Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn) 

After Uso’s grandfather passed away, a blood member of the family was then bestowed the 

title in 1954. That sa’o subsequently rebuilt Fale’ulu, which had been a traditional Sāmoan faletele, 

as a faleapa (the one seen in Fig. 43). The principal carpenter of that structure was Lano’o (Uso’s 

father). Here, an important story point is derived. Uso’s father, Lano’o, wanted to rebuild the 

structure as a traditional faletele, but that was not the wish of the new sa’o. However, that sa’o, 

subsequently moved to Hawai’i, which necessitated a need to bestow the title on a locally residing 

person. Lano’o, the son-in-law, who had been serving the family well through his skills, became 

the presiding (and residing) sa’o of the descent group, until he passed away in 1997. The principle 

Figure 49: (Top) 
Interior view of the 
Fano guesthouse in 
Faga’alu (built in 
1970). (Bottom) 
Interior view of more 
traditional Ripley 
Leoso guesthouse in 
Leone (built in 1920s). 
The contrast between 
the two structures 
shows how the cement 
post-rafter combined 
piece in the Fano 
guesthouse substitutes 
for the interior posts 
(poutū) of the 
traditional form. 
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of tautua, as opposed to blood descent, constitutes the main reason that Lano’o, a faiavā (male 

affine) to the group, (like his own father-in-law) was selected to hold the title. He had spent many 

years preparing food for the family at the family umu, and had also contributed his skills in 

building many household structures. 

As the new sa’o, Usoagalelei Lano’o (Uso’s father) wished to rebuild the family guesthouse 

as a traditional faletele, which he had the knowledge and skills to build as a descendent of the 

Saoluage carpenter’s guild of Manu’a. However, the descent group did not support his wish, which 

Uso Talailevā (the son) believes was due to his faiavā status. This specific desire of his father to 

rebuild Fale’ulu as a traditional faletele (of the round floor plan) played a role in Uso’s design for 

the new Fale’ulu. 

Village Tradition: The Edict of Luafaletele 

Uso referenced the village tradition or edict, Luafaletele, (‘two faletele’) as being a second 

motivating factor for his decision to rebuild Fale’ulu with round floor plan, the first factor being a 

desire to realize his father’s unfulfilled wish. Luafaletele is the village policy that Faga’alu shall 

only have two guesthouses (faletele), a way of signifying that the village has two founding 

landholding chiefs: Fano and Usoagalelei. The additional main matai titles constituting additional 

descent groups of the village were historically incorporated into the village’s political structure 

through feagaiga (covenant) relationships (some through marriages) created with those two 

founding chiefs. 9 As such, the edict, which is also the title name of Usoagalelei’s taupou, 

prescribes that these incorporated titles, do not need, or should not have, their own separate 

guesthouses. 

The village prescription of only two guesthouses does not, of course, dictate that those two 

village guesthouses must be of the traditional round type. Though the round form was customarily 

used for guesthouses, the word faletele, as described in Chapter I, really only refers to the most 

important and largest structure of a family (i.e. the guesthouse), and may also be applied to any 

architectural form considered in the family to be their faletele. Also, also the other guesthouse of 

the village belonging to the Fano descent group, is not of the round form, but is a faleāfolau. 

Decision to be Master Builder and Desire to Carry on Tradition 

Two points Uso made clear from the beginning. He wanted to be master builder, like his 

father to carry on family tradition, and two, he desired it to have as many traditional elements as 
                                                             
9 This point provides another example of the evolution of Sāmoan village political structures as was discussed in more 
length in Chapter III.   



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter VII: Constructing Agency Fausaga o Tau 

  243 

possible in terms of materials and form. He recognized with regret that his tenure overseas had 

prevented him from learning the traditional knowledge and building skills from his father, which 

he so much wanted to now have as the matuaofaiva (master builder) as well as taufaleali’i for 

the new guesthouse. Neither had that knowledge been passed to any of Uso’s siblings. In fact, it 

is difficult today in American Sāmoa, let alone all of Sāmoa, to secure active traditional Sāmoan 

builders able to produce traditional faletele or faleāfolau.  

Before developing the design plan for the new Fale’ulu, Uso went next door to the Fano 

guesthouse of which his father had been the master builder to study its design and construction. 

He hoped that he might be able, from just examining it, be able to absorb the necessary 

understanding for how to build the new Fale’ulu with traditional design and construction. Of 

course the Fano guesthouse, itself has many innovations of its own, and it is also a faleāfolau, 

not the round ‘faletele’ type. Yet, the basic construction techniques and timbers are traditional. 

He reported his amazement at the beauty and skill involved in the structure, but could not 

fathom how he would be able to replicate that knowledge and skill simply by examining it. He 

acknowledged that he would have a more modern design and construction that would 

incorporate as many traditional elements and materials as he could. 

Designing the New Fale’ulu 

Uso shared the house plans and elevations and explained the details of the design. These 

formal architectural plans in themselves represent another modern change. Drawing out 

architectural plans is not a Sāmoan architectural tradition and as Refiti (2009) observed is 

antithetical to Sāmoan notions of creativity that require the matuaofaiva to carry all designs and 

plans in his mind.10  

The design reflected some of the traditional Sāmoan architectural principles described 

previously: round tala (ends); no dividing walls, either interior or exterior (i.e. open; and sitting 

posts at the house perimeter). Traditional features that were absent included: a straight itū 

section between the two round tala (thus, no two-fold geometry); 2) central posts (poutū); and a 

longitudinally convex sloping roof. The open sides with posts supporting a roof at the perimeter, 

a high-pitched roof, and most importantly, a round floor plan met Uso’s design criteria for a 

                                                             
10 This philosophy carries over to the other arts, in particular traditional Sāmoan tattooing, wherein no stencilling of 
the intricate interlocking geometric design is made on the skin prior to its being inscribed with the tattooing chisels. 
But in contemporary American Sāmoa and independent Sāmoa architectural plans are legally necessary for receiving a 
building permit from the government.   
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‘faletele’. Many contemporary faletele roof in other villages of Tutuila have a similar form, 

lacking central posts and having a cone shaped roof. Some structures in this category do have 

the short straight itū section while others do not. According to Uso, the round floor plan met the 

criteria of ‘faletele’, and thereby fulfilled both the unfulfilled wish of his father, and also the 

village edict. Originally Uso had planned to incorporate traditional wooden posts made from the 

poumuli tree, but changed to cement when he could not easily procure the poumuli trees. He also 

planned to use sennit (‘afa) for decorative lashing, and woven coconut leaf blinds (polasisi) but 

these traditional elements ended up not being part of the final structure. 

The Construction 

Building the new Fale’ulu took eight months as Uso and extended family members (mostly 

his nephews who live in Faga’alu) worked on it. An important feature planned from the beginning 

that Uso had highlighted was a metal welded pointed cap, forming the taualuga of the high cone 

shaped roof. Uso highlighted how he used his welding and engineering skills learned through his 

work with the Arco Company to make this taualuga. The taualuga, the highest point of a house, 

traditionally is considered to culturally symbolize the chief and his agency, so it seems significant 

to the narrative and the study.11 It might also be suggested that this taualuga, might be seen in 

Alfred Gell’s terms as ‘index’ of Uso’s agency.  

Several artistic features of the project emerged. One was a carved wooden relief carved by a 

young relative of the family studying art at American Sāmoa Community College. This included a 

design of the leaves and fruit of American Sāmoa’s eight varieties of breadfruit to signify the 

house’s name of Fale’ulu (Breadfruit House). Those designs went around the whole house, except 

at four significant points – above the front and back posts (ituluma ma itutua), positions of the 

high orator chief in front and the place where the ‘ava in its special bowl (tanoa) is mixed by the 

taupou or other ‘ava mixer; and the two important end posts (matuātala) where the highest ranking 

ali’i sit (Fig. 50). 

Above each of these four posts were carved traditional emblems associated with these 

positions. The icons carved above the front post are a fue (ceremonial fly whisk) and a to’oto’o 

(orator’s staff), items used by the tulāfale. At the rear carving shows a tanoa ‘ava (kava bowl) 

associated with the taupou who mixes the ‘ava. At each matuātala (central end posts) were 

                                                             
11 The taualuga is also the name given to the final climatic dance at an entertainment. It is danced by the chief’s 
taupou (titled daughter) and is conducted to promote the prestige and rank of the chief in the community. The 
connection in meaning and symbolism is thus made between the taualuga dance and the taualuga of the fale.  
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emblems associated with the ali’i status, including traditional Sāmoan weapons of war, and a tuiga 

(ceremonial headdress).  

Figure 50: Carved Reliefs of the new Usoagalelei Guesthouse, Fale’ulu, in Faga’alu 

 

 

 

 

 

Because Fale’ulu’s floor plan had no central itū section, it had the universal symmetry of the 

perfect circle as opposed to the traditional two-fold symmetry and geometry of Principle #8 

(described in Chapter V). The difference is illustrated in Figure 51. It seems that Uso remembered 

Above the front post of 
the house (itu i luma) are 
the carved emblems 
associated with Sāmoan 
orator chiefs: the staff  
(to’oto’o) and 
ceremonial fly whisk 
(fue). 

Above the rear post of 
the house (itu i  tua) is 
the carved image of a 
Sāmoan ‘ava bowl, 
signifying position for 
where the ‘ava is mixed.  

Marking the position 
of the two matuātala 
posts where highest 
ranking ali’i sit, are 
emblems associated 
with ali’i, such as the 
war weapons, and the 
tuiga (crown). 

To honour the name of 
the structure, 
Usoagalelei chose to 
have the eight different 
varieties of Sāmoan 
breadfruit (ulu) carved 
as a relief around the 
structures perimeter. 
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the importance of the middle itū section for giving spatial orientation after the construction began 

and the creation of these relief carvings was developed as a compensatory measure.12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 49 provides comparison images of the interior view of a traditional Sāmoan faletele 

that the central itū section and the round tala, three poutū (centre posts), with the boat shaped 

talitali shelf lashed across them at eye level near the bottom, and the arching vaega fau (purlins). 

The visual affect of the construction helps to demarcate and emphasize the relationship between 

the central itū and the two tala. The visual affect of the interior roof construction of the new 

Fale’ulu contrasts greatly, lacking those spatial demarcations. 

The second innovative artistic feature Uso implemented in the new Fale’ulu was a five-

point star inside of an eight point star carved out of ifilele13 wood placed as a centrepiece in the 

ceiling of the house, which carpenters at the site referred to as the malae of the house, since it is 

central and set in. The star was the trademark symbol of ‘Āiga Sā Saoluage (the traditional 

building guild of Manu’a from which Uso is a descendent). This information was found 
                                                             
12 The practical use of these carvings became evident on the first day of the opening ceremony. The chiefs entering the 
fale hesitated slightly as they looked for their appropriate posts, which the architecture did not spatially demarcate. 
Once they saw the motifs at the roof’s perimeter to give orientations they sat down at their appropriate posts.  
13 Ifilele is an endemic Sāmoan hardwood, similar to teak, the most prized and beautiful wood in Sāmoa for carving, 
particularly desired for Sāmoan ‘ava bowls. 

 

The two-fold symmetry in the floor plan of a 
traditional Sāmoan  faletele  Note the itu of the 
middle section (front and back) mediates the 
two tala.  

      ITU  

TALA 

 

       ITU  

   TALA 

The universal symmetry in the circular floor 
plan of the new Fale’ulu lacking the middle itū 
section. 

Figure 51 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confirmed in Buck’s earlier work (1930:86). He states a small star (fetu) was carved on the 

moamoa (a short curved house timber placed near the peak of the curved tala section of the 

roof) piece at the end of the ridgepole as a trademark of the Sao matuaofaiva guild.14
 This 

artistic innovation took the traditional symbol of the guild from which he is descendent and 

made is a large central feature in the ceiling (Fig. 50). 

 

    

 

                                                             
14 This traditional trademark was found carved on the moamoa in the historic maota of High Chief Matai’a built in 
1947 in Vaimoso, a house associated with Tamasese Mealofi II and the historic Sāmoan Mau movement. 
 

Figure 52: Contrasting visuality and spatiality 
between a more traditional faletele roof interior (left) 
and that of the new Faleulu in Faga’alu (right). Note, 
the talitali (boat shaped piece of wood) that serves 
as a shelf at the central posts of the traditional 
faletele, and the carved relief of a tanoa ‘ava (kava 
bowl) above the rear central post in the new 
Fale’ulu.  
 

Figure 53 (left): View of the interior 
ceiling (‘malae’) of the new Fale’ulu, 
referenced also as a ‘malae’ of the 
structure. The artistic innovations 
incorporate a star representation, a 
traditional trademark symbol of the 
Saoluage building guild (matuaofaiva) 
in Manu’a. 
 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter VII: Constructing Agency Fausaga o Tau 

  248 

Clearly, in creating the new Fale’ulu, Uso developed several artistic design innovations 

that also incorporated traditional ideas, icons and symbols of both the culture in general and his 

specific family heritage. The round floor plan resonates with the traditional faletele, though the 

missing middle itū section presented the need for new creative ways to demarcate the space and 

the posts.  

The height of the roof reflected the traditional form. However, its cone shape contrasted 

with the more traditional dome shape. The visual complexity and intricacy created in the 

latticework of various thickness of timbers found in the interior roof of a traditional faletele is 

also found in the interior roof of the new Fale’ulu, though the visual specifics of those lines does 

differ significantly. The lines of the Fale’ulu radiate outward from the top centre towards the 

lower perimeter in a pattern that Uso stated was like a spider web. That contrasts sharply with 

the visual affect of the interior roof seen in a traditional faletele as seen in the image of Figure 

52. The structure thereby reflects the current status of the culture in American Sāmoa. 

Traditional forms are not simply re-produced, but reinterpreted and produced in new ways with 

new types of materials, and with design ideas and symbols that are felt to hold continuity with 

tradition. 

Figure 54: Exterior view of the new Fale’ulu. Usoagalelei Talailevā utilized his welding skills to produce 
the metal roof peak. 
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O Le Umusaga – Celebrating Social, Cultural and Material Reproduction 

An umusaga (house completion ceremony) marks and makes significant the point of 

transition between the physical construction of the new building, and the beginning of realizing its 

use value in the society, or in Sāmoan, its anoafale, as discussed in Chapter IV. The umusaga 

(completion ceremony) for the new Fale’ulu occurred on 2nd April 2004. Approximately 200 

people attended, including all of Faga’alu’s matai, extended family members, and the church 

minister of the Congregational Church. (The event was also filmed by a camera crew from the 

local television station as well as by myself). 

The ceremony included the modern introduced element of the cutting of a ribbon, a short 

Christian service with a speech by the church minister, and the usual formal gifting of sua (fine 

mats, cloth and foods) to the guests from the host family, thereby recognizing the important social 

ties through which people exist in the community. Because no outside builders were hired in the 

project, the usual payment of carpenters, which is also performed ritually as part of the ceremony, 

was not a part of the event.15 

Significant to this study was the minister’s speech, which discussed the value of the 

Sāmoan guesthouse in the Sāmoan culture, stressing its openness and roundness, and the fact 

that people do not live in it, because, as he stressed, “it is a house for others.” He also contrasted 

the idea of a faletalimālō in Sāmoa with that of a hotel in papālagi culture, in which people pay 

money in order to stay there. The speech described the openness of the Sāmoan fale as an 

important value of Sāmoan hospitality; outsiders feel free to enter. This articulation was also a 

statement of its anoafale, the habitus generated by these architectural features. 

 The example demonstrates how guesthouse reconstructions demonstrate a material aspect 

of cultural reproduction in the society. When the presentation of the sua later occurred, the 

practicalities of performing the cultural rituals in an open house were also made evident, as fine 

mats (in addition to the other gift items) on the outside rear of the structure were unfurled and 

paraded from outside to inside and across the structure where they were quickly refolded and 

taken out of the structure directly to the (open) rear of the recipient.15 The posts provide 

architectural reinforcement to the social positions while the open space of the interior and 

between interior and exterior space allowed for the clear visibility and transfer of gifts. 

                                                             
15The names of those receiving sua are called out and gifts were brought in a traditional order.– a young coconut with 
a dollar in its eye and  a bolt of cloth; a tray with a package of crackers and a can of corn beef; a fine mat; a pig or 
barrel of beef; a box of canned mackerel; and another larger fine mat. 
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Following the sua presentations and the lunch, Uso announced the bestowal (saofa’i) of five 

lower ranking matai titles of the extended family to occur at that time. The purpose of doing it 

immediately as a conjoined with the event of the umusaga, as opposed to a latter time, was a 

practical one. The same people needed for the event were already present. Only additional fine 

mats and other sua gift items were needed for the additional distributions that would occur for the 

saofa’i. The serving of its anoafale, the purpose for which Uso reconstructed it  to reproduce and 

strengthen the corporeality of the descent group  began immediately with its completion ceremony. 

The confluence of events underscores the theoretical fusion of House Society theory with that of 

agency and materiality, a key objective of this chapter.  

Of the five young men of the descent group who received matai titles that day, one received 

the Fale’ulu title, also the name of the structure and the landsite.16 That a matai title, the house and 

the house site all share a common name further demonstrates the tie between the social and 

material (particularly with regards to land and houses) within the culture. Uso explained his own 

hope that this young man’s new identity as a matai of the ‘āigapotopoto would draw him into its 

corporate body, transforming him from a distantly related member, into an active, engaged serving 

member of this group headed by Uso. Those affiliations could in turn affect his future offspring. 

The bestowal of the sa’o name of Usoagalelei on Talailevā had led to both the reconstruction of 

the guesthouse and to the reconstitution of the descent group. 

The construction of the Fale’ulu also enhanced Uso’s agency.  Its successful completion of 

established his reputation as a master builder as well as the family sa’o. It led to his role as the 

master builder for rebuilding Faga’alu’s church, a project that started shortly after the dedication of 

Fale’ulu and was completed the same year. Two years Uso was appointed as coordinator for the 

building of five traditional Sāmoan faleo’o as a venue for activities of the 10th Festival of Pacific 

Arts; each faleo’o was built by and represents a different district of American Sāmoa (Fig. 51). 

Around the same time he also became pulenu’u (mayor) of Faga’alu. Rebuilding Fale’ulu was key 

to reintegrating himself as a leading chief and master builder in the American Sāmoan community 

after many years living overseas. 

                                                             
16 The other four titles are Aioumanu, Fa’ata’a, Toilolo, and Muaaau. 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Throughout the building process, Uso had spoken of building the new guesthouse to 

honour both the village edict and fulfil his father’s dream to rebuild the family guesthouse as a 

faletele. His ability to build a completely traditional structure was limited by his lack of 

traditional Samoan building knowledge and experience. Thus, he incorporated new forms and 

materials while adhering to traditional principles and features where possible. The case study 

demonstrates how the rebuilding of a guesthouse constitute the social reproduction of a Sāmoan 

descent group through the agency of its sa’o. The actual architecture of the structure and its 

artistic embellishments signify Sāmoan culture in transition and change. 

Figure 55: Three of the five faleo’o constructed in 2008 at Utulei park in Tutuila, American Sāmoa in 
preparation for hosting the 10th Festival of Pacific Arts. Chief Usoagalelei Talailevā Lano’o coordinated 
the Construction. 
 

 

 

Constructing Maota o Fa’aleleleiga, Sili Village, Independent Sāmoa 

Maota o Fa’aleleiga (‘House of Reconciliation’) is a guesthouse of Sili village in 

independent Sāmoa built in 2001. High Chief Fa’aofonuu Poe (abbreviated to Fa’aofo) fulfilled 

the role of both the taufalemau ali’i (chiefly owner) and the matuaofaiva of the construction, 

similar to the case with the Fale’ulu in Faga’alu. The analysis of the material and social 

construction of Fa’aleleiga, like that of Fale’ulu, reflects similar the themes of agency, 

materiality, and House Society.  

However, one major difference lays in independent Sāmoa’s practice of subdividing titles, 

which facilitates, if not encourages in some cases, the construction of multiple guesthouses per 
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title (the only one is authenticated by being located at the ancestral site), and also various levels 

of descent group fissions. A second major difference that impacts the second case study that can 

be considered for comparative purposes is the contrasting socio-economic status of the chief and 

family concerned, which is generally reflective of the socio-economic differences between rural 

villages of both Sāmoas. In the case of Fale’ulu, Uso returned to American Sāmoa to reside after 

retiring from a long career in America and with capital as well as larger retirement benefits from 

which to draw. Fa’aofonu’u Poe, the primary chief of the independent Sāmoan case study to be 

presented here, lacked both formal western education, as well as any long-term overseas 

experience. He had lived his life as a farmer, and also a builder. Like Uso, he also could drew 

genealogical links to one of the branches of the building guild. 

A third difference between the two case studies is in the role of the researcher. In the case 

of the construction of the Maota o Fa’aleleiga, the researcher (myself) played an active role in 

the construction as a faiavā of the family, which in turn had impact on the design and the 

construction, and is implicated in the role of agency in the process, as will be discussed. The 

project was done prior to the formal beginning of the study, and in fact, stimulated my decision 

as a researcher to choose the topic of Sāmoan architecture. All together these three major 

differences help highlight important themes and theoretical applications of the study, while also 

giving a window into how architectural structures, in this case Sāmoan guesthouses fit into the 

lives of individuals and communities. 

Case Study Background 

Born in 1935 in Sili, the village of his father, Fa’aofonu’u Poe was one of four children. 

His mother was from the Savai’i village of Faia’ai. Fa’aofonu’u Panapa, Poe’s paternal 

grandfather was the single holder of the title. The whole descent group lived in the nucleated 

settlement centred on Sili’s malae. All guesthouses were of the round faletele type. Fa’aofonu’u 

Poe’s father, Ioane was a traditional Sāmoan builder, a member of the ‘Āiga Sā Leifi, a branch 

of the parent guild of ‘Āiga Sā Lemalama. 

Ioane travelled extensively throughout Sāmoa to build indigenous Sāmoan houses, while his 

children and mother stayed in Sili. Fa’aofo grew up with his uncle Sopa, Ioane’s older brother, 

who was the successor to the Fa’aofonu’u title when Panapa passed away. Although he learned to 

read and write Sāmoan, he did not have much formal education and devoted his time to work for 

the family. In the early 1960s, Fa’aofonu’u Sopa passed away, and Ioane, Poe’s father was called 

back to Sili to be bestowed the Fa’aofonu’u title. Ioane, his second wife and their children resettled 
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in Sili, establishing their household on family land across the river from the original residential 

core of the village. This was the first time households had been built across the river. 

Fa’aofonu’u Ioane (Poe’s father) also subdivided the Fa’aofonuu ali’i name, a practice that 

continued. At the time of this writing, over 70 people were holding the title, about ten of whom 

lived in Sili. The senior holder of the title holds precedence during matai council meetings. 

Fa’aofonu’u Ioane was also responsible for bringing the Methodist church to Sili. Initially, church 

services were held in the family’s faleāfolau, but later, he built the falepālagi style church next 

door and rebuilt the faleāfolau as a faleapa, which became the main residential structure of the 

household. 

Poe married Lusia (Leva’ai Faimainifo) in 1965, one year before the 1966 hurricane that 

damaged many of Sili’s houses, including the guesthouse of Fa’aofonu’u. For many years they 

resided together on the land and residence of Lusia’s family in Sili, caring for her father. Poe 

received his first matai title, Fiu (a key tulāfale title of Sili) as a faiavā of Lusia’s descent group in 

recognition of his tautua to the family.17After Lusia’s father passed away in the early 1980s, Fiu 

Poe, Lusia and their children came to live with and take care of Fa’aofonu’u Ioane (Poe’s father). 

Fiu Poe then received the chiefly title of Fa’aofonu’u and became the sa’o of the extended family 

in his father’s group, even though other holders of the Fa’aofonu’u title lived in the village and 

overseas. Poe will now be referred to as Fa’aofo, except when he needs to be distinguished him 

from another person of the same title. Figure 52 shows an aerial view of Sili village. The aerial 

view in Figure 53 zooms in on the Fa’aofonu’u household compound. 

                                                             
17 Approximately 200 people held the Fiu title in 2004 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Figure 58: High Chief 
Fa’aofonu’u Poe in 2004, at age 
72 years of age carrying a load 
of food back from the 
plantation to deliver at the cook 
hut. One of the family’s faleo’o 
is in immediate background. 
(photo by Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn) 
 

Figure 56: Aerial view of Sili village. 
Older original part of village and 
malae is indicated on left side of 
river. Road leading to the village 
with turnaround across the river from 
the old village highlighted by white 
line. Fa’aofonu’u Poe’s family 
compound area is in the outlined 
rectangle, near the road. Sili’s 
elementary school is visible at 
middle of right side. The new section 
of the village with road access has 
experienced increased population 
growth and building development 
due to better vehicular access.  
 
 

Figure 57: Aerial view of the 
household compound of Fa’aofonu’u 
Poe.  The river is on right. The main 
road of Sili visible in upper right 
hand corner. Structure “A” is the 
new Maota o Fa’aleleiga. Structures 
B – H are ancillary structures (e.g. 
faleo’o) of the household.  All of the 
household structures of Fa’afonu’u 
Poe’s household were open sided up 
until 2004, when they built their 
falepālagi (structure F).  
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Rebuilding the Descent Group Guesthouse 

In 1998 a long-term Sāmoan resident of Australia, came to Sili to re-establish distant kinship 

links. He was bestowed the Fa’aofonu’u title when he returned the following year after which he 

again returned to reside in Australia. In 2000 he returned to Sili to finance the rebuilding of the 

guesthouse of the ‘Āiga Sā Fa’aofonu’u at its ancestral site on the village malae in the old part of 

Sili. All the various other title holding branches of the Fa’aofonu’u contributed labour and 

resources (including food) to the construction. Fa’aofo Poe came to Tutuila and collected the usual 

Sāmoan gift items to be given at an upcoming umusaga of the new faleapa guesthouse. The newly 

bestowed Fa’aofonu’u ended up returning to Australia. 

Significantly, this guesthouse at the ancestral site is seen to unite and link all the different 

Fa’aofonu’u titleholders and their constituent branches of the descent group. In other words it is 

the objectification of the apical descent group. Yet, because there are also multiple holders of the 

title, an impetus is in place for those titleholders to also build guesthouses for their own Fa’afonu’u 

branches at the site of their own residences. Fa’aofonu’u did not have such a guesthouse. The main 

residential structure that he lived in at the time was an old faleapa that his father had built, as a 

replacement for the previous faleāfolau. Behind this faleapa were a couple of faleo’o where some 

of his grown children and their spouses lived, plus a toilet (Peace Corps style) and further to the 

rear the umukuka (cook hut). The material conditions of life in terms of buildings and material 

possessions were poor mainly because the family had no wage earners overseas regularly sending 

remittances, and prices for Sāmoa’s agricultural exports, such as copra were low. 

Plan to Rebuild Family Faleapa 

After the umusaga of the main Fa’aofonu’u guesthouse, Fa’aofo went to visit his daughter in 

New Zealand (the only one of his children living overseas). He returned with the hope of 

rebuilding the old faleapa, his main residence, which his father had built almost 30 years before. 

Funding the project was difficult and I, as a faiavā (male affine) found myself involved in the 

project in more ways than finance. 18  

Several weeks later, discussions of the design for the new house began.' As the son of an 

architect, I expected that plans would be drawn up. Fa’aofo as a traditional Samoan builder had 

                                                             
18 This project preceded the formal beginning of this study, and was the first building project in Samoa in which I was 
personally involved. 
' 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never used plans, pencils, paper or tape measures. From a western perspective the financier of the 

project would hold some agency and role in decisions about design and materials. For me it was a 

perfect opportunity to revitalize traditional Sāmoan architecture. In reality the source of funds has 

a lesser role in decision making than the taufaleali’i (commissioning chief) and master builder. My 

Samoan family considered a traditional fale as old fashioned, expensive, time consuming and 

impractical. They preferred an open faleapa in front with an enclosed extension. Fa’aofo finally 

agreed to a faleāfolau floor plan with the traditional round ends, but an enclosed extension with 

rooms at the back. This compromise would provide a secure enclosed space for increasing number 

of family possessions. The open front would give the Sāmoan style space for living and receiving 

visitors to which they were accustomed. 

I (as son-in-law) was anxious to begin the project by marking out the area on the land with a 

tape measure, but being neither the taufaleali’i nor the matuaofaiva; it was inappropriate to take 

these kinds of initiatives in the building process. 19  No ceremony had been done to inaugurate the 

beginning of the building process, and in any case, all measuring is done traditionally by eye. 

Fa’aofo was also more familiar to using the more traditional method of relying on the eyes, and 

was not accustomed to staking out a house plan as I had proceeded to do. In fact, throughout the 

entire project neither a tape measure nor level was used. 

Several weeks later the old faleapa was demolished and moved to the back (reduced to half 

its original size) to replace Fa’aofo’s son, Aukuso’s residential faleo’o. This process too was 

completed with the without a level or tape measure. Instead temporary softwood posts were 

removed one by one and later replaced with the hardwood poumuli post. This faleapa, which was 

considerably larger than the original faleo’o, now became the residential structure of Aukuso, his 

wife and children. It stood directly in front of the umukuka, where the household prepared and 

cooked their food. The faleapa became a general place for family meals because of its close 

proximity to the umukuka, as well as a place where men drank ‘ava. Polavae20 were woven to 

cover the pebbles and dirt floor and eventually, little by little, Aukuso acquired the materials to 

cover the floor pebbles with a thin layer of cement. 

With the space now clear for the construction of the new building, discussions were held to 

talk about the building materials, both those that were locally available and those that would be 
                                                             
19 I later learned that my actions on that day with the tape measure were so amusing that the story went around the 
extended family, and that one of Fa’aofonu’u Poe’s half brothers had mimicked my measuring actions as one of his 
antics to entertain family members. 
20 Polavae are the rough mats woven from coconut leaves placed directly on the pebble floor under the sitting mats. If 
the floor is cement the polavae are not used. 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter VII: Constructing Agency Fausaga o Tau 

  257 

purchased. His own poumuli trees were not large enough so the house posts needed to be 

purchased from another family. The lumber, corrugated roofing iron, bricks could all be obtained 

from the hardware store in Salelologa, so orders were placed. 

Before I returned to American Sāmoa, Fa’aofo explained that he needed a number of boxes 

of tinned fish to distribute to the village matai (equivalent cost of about U.S. $90.00) before 

construction could begin. Without such an exchange, the matai would form a tāpua’iga, which is 

the practice of coming to the site and sitting in the nearby house to ‘spiritually’ support the 

endeavour. The group that performs this activity is called the tāpua’iga and by custom food is 

provided in return or the spiritual support for the project. Fa’aofo felt that distributing the boxes of 

tinned fish to village matai would circumvent the forming of a tāpua’iga, which Fa’aofo estimated 

would be more expensive, since it could involve feeding the group on a daily basis for the duration 

of the construction. Fa’aofo explained that distributing boxes of tinned to the matai was a way to 

dissuade the matai from forming a tāpua’iga. Fa’aofo hoped that this distribution would in fact 

reduce expenses. 

Tapua’iga, Agency of Round Tala, and Two Structures Rather than One 

Back in Tutuila, Fa’aiuga and I monitored the progress of the project 21and soon learned that 

the project was drawing interest in particular because of its round tala and its size. Fa’aofo had 

added an additional ten feet to the design and despite the distribution of boxes of canned mackerel, 

the tāpua’iga formed for the key stages of the construction. At those points, the matai would come 

and sit in the faleo’o nearby watching the work, drinking ‘ava and singing songs of encouragement. 

The completion of the roof framework was an occasion celebrated with a large feast. 

The expenses of these feasts and feeding the tāpua’iga were not borne by Fa’aofo’s 

immediate family. Contributions from within the community, including the church ministers and 

overseas relatives assisted with these events. In addition, many of Fa’aofo’s relatives, including his 

half-siblings came to provide their labour to support the construction. Meanings, significance and 

agencies were evolving simultaneously. In this process, Fa’aofo was also gaining prestige and 

recognition in the community, as he was moving towards becoming the senior holder of the 
                                                             
21 This was the time before the advent of cell phones in Sāmoa, and the family did not have a landline either.There was 
one public village phone located at the Women’s Komiti House, also serving as a clinic, and the location for village 
matai council meetings at that time. Several members of the women’s komiti were always at this faleapa to answer the 
phone, and deliver messages to people receiving calls, and collect money from them for the use of the phone. 

22 Having a material sign that spells out the name of the structure is not a customary feature, though observations 
suggest it has become increasingly common in the last thirty years, especially in American Sāmoa. 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Fa’aofonu’u title. The broadening levels of support and interest gained the structure agency within 

the descent group and community. It was becoming more than simply a household dwelling.  

On a visit about a week after the roof was built, the cement blocks for the (as yet not 

started) enclosed rectangular extension were stacked near the rear of the structure in the front the 

open oval structure that had been drawn on the paper. Fa’aofo’s spirits seemed high as he 

recounted the events of the past few weeks. He explained that the village really liked the rounded 

tala. No other primary house (not counting the many faleo’o) in the village or in the neighbouring 

two villages had rounded tala at that time. He told others that his pālagi son-in-law, who had 

designed the structure pushed for that feature. Given the community’s support for the chosen 

design, he started to seek more input on design features of the new structure. He suggested 

cancelling the enclosed extension because the fale would look better standing by itself. He decided 

to cancel the plan for an enclosed extension, and consider building a separate falepālagi at a later, 

time. This plan  would create a more ‘traditional’ structure as well as save money. 

Roof, House Foundation, ‘Ava and the Choice of Pola or Tarpaulins 

The interior roof structure was a rafter construction using locally milled lumber of Savai’i. 

Absent were the beautiful arching purlins (vaega fau) of traditional construction, the lashing using 

‘afa, all features that were hoped for, but the family argued it would take too much time and add 

expense. The fale had round tala, a traditional Samoan architectural feature, but Faaofo planned to 

build an inset drop ceiling to cover the rafter construction, a more contemporary feature. 

Another decision in the building process was the height of the rock foundation. Fa’aofo 

indicated with his hand that he planned to build the foundation about 15 inches higher than the old 

foundation. This was a subtle expression of his increasing rank, socioeconomic status and prestige 

in the village. He had extended the length of the structure by an additional ten feet. A considerable 

amount of rock was needed because the foundation size and height was increased . The process of 

procuring the rock involved extended family members collecting rock from the land, including 

breaking chunks of lava rock from the hardened lava flow. One man would work at a rock for 

about ten minutes while about ten other men rested and then they would rotate. Seeing the hard toil 

of getting the rock, I offered to buy a truckload of rock. Fa’aofo quickly dismissed the suggestion. 

Using family labour (the House) to obtain the rock from communal land would increase the 

house’s agency and make the house more meaningful for the group.  

Two weeks later another issue arose. A female relative of the family in Sili came to visit in 

Tutuila, and after describing how well the house was progressing, recommended the use of 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter VII: Constructing Agency Fausaga o Tau 

  259 

traditional Sāmoan pola rather than the more modern tarpaulin for bad weather. She said that pola 

look better and allow better air circulation. On the next visit to Savai’i two weeks later, the 

discussion about pola versus tarpaulin continued. Fa’aofo’s wife was worried about who was 

going to weave all the pola, or produce new ones ever three years, a task that she felt would fall on 

her. With 48 ‘door ways’ (spaces between posts) in the structure, and with six pola panels per 

‘door way’ 288 pola panels would be needed. The women of the family agreed to make the pola 

with the assistance of the other village women, who received  $2.00 Sāmoan dollars per each pola 

panel. This worked and the pola were all made quickly. 

The House Gains a Name through Its Agency 

As Fa’aofo’s new house neared completion in 2001 the government held its national 

elections. As is their custom, Sili’s matai met to collectively choose their representative to 

Parliament. Votes at the polls in Sili revealed that not everyone voted in accordingly and major 

conflict erupted and threatened to divide the community. Holding the necessary neutrality as well 

as status to intercede, ministers of Sili’s five church denominations (Congregational, Methodist, 

Catholic, Seven Day Adventist, and Mormon), called a meeting of all the village matai to affect 

reconciliation. They requested that the meeting be held in Fa’aofo’s almost completed structure, 

seeing that it was large enough to hold all the matai. The minister’s successful meeting facilitated 

the reconciliation of the village, with all the village matai holding hands in a circle and singing a 

hymn. With the restoration of village harmony achieved in the structure, the ministers then 

suggested that Fa’aofo commemorate that day by naming the new house ‘Maota o le Fa’aleleiga’ 

(‘House of Reconciliation’). 

This suggestion was implemented, and latter a sign was first painted and then carved on a 

board and screwed to the face board of the house.22
 It was not an ancestral name of the 

Fa’aofonu’u clan’s guesthouse handed down over generations, but a name directly related to an 

event in which it was seen to play a role. It thereby achieved and was ascribed agency and status 

that was then embodied in its naming. The naming of the house shows the house and its 

architecture were instrumental in averting a major village conflict.This illustrates how the agency 

of Maota or Fa’aleleiga was only made possible through the concatenation of social and material 

dimensions. 

Completion and the Umusaga Ceremony 

A common visual decoration (traditional or recent) in most Sāmoan houses, particularly 

open ones, is a one to two-foot wide strip of cotton cloth placed around the interior perimeter of 
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the roof in front of where the pola are tucked and tied up. The women of the House add this 

signification of women’s wealth and residence in the structure. While women of Fa’aofo’s 

family were choosing just such a cloth for the Maota o Fa’aleleiga one of Fa’aofo’s sons voiced 

his desire to paint a motif around the whole interior perimeter interior as a substitution for the 

cloth, arguing that paint lasts longer than cloth. Fa’aofo conceded to this wish, though the 

women still added a string made of smaller strips of cloth to hang at the perimeter of the inset 

ceiling. I assisted my brother in law in painting the motif, which was of a tanoa (‘ava bowl), a 

to’oto’o (orator’s staff) alternating with an abstract Sāmoan flower design (Fig. 57).23 

In preparation for the dedication ceremony, the women appropriately decorated the new 

structure. They braided green coconut fronds around the dark red painted poumuli house posts into 

which they stuck large red teuila flowers. Plants were also placed around the perimeter of the 

structure. Mats were laid down to cover the floor, and at one tala a pulpit was set up for the church 

ministers to make their speeches. Other women concerned themselves with the lighter cooking, 

while the men focused on the heavy cooking of the feast foods in the umu, including the baking of 

whole pigs of different sizes, which would be distributed at the ceremony. On the morning of the 

ceremony Fa’aofo and five of other village matai, including his tulāfale, who would orate on his 

behalf that day during the giving of gifts, sat in the falelapa in near the umukuka, informally 

drinking ‘ava amidst the piles of food and gifts to be distributed that day, including the piles of 

fine mats, bolts of cloth, boxes of canned corn beef and tinned fish. 

 
(photos by Fepulea’i M. Van der Ryn) 

                                                             
23 Painting and drawing tends to be a male dominated field in Sāmoan culture,whereas women maintain their 
dominance in the field of cloth making, both in weaving and the making of tapa cloth from the inner bark of paper 
mulberry tree. 
23 I have heard this half and half type structure referred to on several occasions being called a ‘fale afakasi’ (‘half caste 
house’), due to the front half of it being very open Sāmoan style, and the rear side being enclosed European style.  

Figure 59: Maota o Le 
Fa’aleleiga, Sili, 
Savai’i, 2001. Roof 
slope is straight, not 
convex due to the use 
of modern rafter 
construction.  
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An hour later the ceremony began with a hymn. Family members, including my American 

family, sat along the rear edge of the structure, the ministers sitting in chairs at the front side of 

one tala. Many other family members were preparing the foods and gift items in the faleo’o to 

the rear. After the hymn one of the Mormon bishops read a passage from the Bible, and 

ministers of each denomination made speeches to discuss the meaning of the house within a 

cultural and religious context, blessing it for the family. Fa’aofo announced the total cost of the 

construction. Family members then brought the trays of food, setting each tray in front of a 

person in the order of official status and rank. The food was blessed, and people ate. Fa’aofo’s 

tulāfale for this occasion Sao, stood with his orator’s staff in the space between Maota o 

Fa’aleleiga and the faleo’o announcing the sua gifts of fine mats, pigs, cloth and other items to 

be presented one by one to each of the ministers and visitors present for the occasion. 

Guesthouse or Residential House? 

After the umusaga ceremony, the family discussed how the new structure would be used. 

Some of Fa’aofo’s children wanted the structure to be a family residence. This was difficult given 

that the architecture of the building made it a premiere guesthouse and meeting house for the 

village. There was already a guesthouse for the Sa-Fa’aofonu’u on the malae, but the malae was 

on the other side of the river, where fewer than half the village lived, wading across the river each 

time they needed to get out of the village. I was implicated in the architectural decisions that had 

made it harder for the family to use the Maota o Fa’aleleiga as a residential structure. One of 

Fa’aofo’s sons wanted to build a wall partition and put some furniture in the structure in order to 

claims it as a residence rather than a building for the whole community. Fa’aofo heard some of this 

talk from his children, and was not happy, so they ceased at once. 

Figure 60: View from 
inside Fa’aleleiga towards 
supporting faleo’o at rear. 
Visible is decorative motif 
painted on the wall plate, 
substituting for the hanging 
of a cloth. Polasisi (woven 
blinds) are visible bundled 
up. The roof of faleo’o, was 
changed from thatch to iron 
sheeting in 2005. 
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Figure 61: Uses of Maota o Le Fa’aleleiga: weaving (Lusia in foreground, Fa’aofo in background), 
meetings (village tulāfale sitting at the front posts) daily life, sleeping, and other activities. 

     

The structure became both a faletalimālō of the family and village, used to host village 

visitors, conduct village meetings, and other village events, and a residential structure of the family. 

Fa’aofo, Lusia and some of the family members continued to sleep there on the floor on sleeping 

mats and to spend much of their daytime there as well, weaving large fine mats on its very large 

floor space. However, all furniture and most family possessions were kept out of the structure so 

as to make it readily available for community uses. The family ate more and more its meals in one 

of the back houses. The following year after the construction of Maota o Fa’aleleiga Fa’aofo 

rebuilt the faleo’o positioned 50 feet to the rear of the faletele, making it larger and stronger with a 

cement floor. 

Gaining Agency through Maota o Fa’aleleiga 

Fa’aofo’s choice not to build a combined open structure with enclosed rear extension23 was 

based on a perceived greater prestige to be accrued through the separation of the two structures and 

their functions. Essentially, each structure makes its own statement, rather than two joined 

buildings making a combined statement. Such a combined statement seems to be less than the sum 

of the two separate ones. A phenomenological viewpoint highlights the difference. Each structure 

is now clearly visible from a 360 degree in the landscape, whereas if they were combined, each 
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structure takes away part of the view of the other. Having the enclosed extension on the open 

structure also subtracts from Sāmoan architectural functions and principles, particularly in terms of 

the ability to easily enter from any side of the structure at times of a meeting. 

Certainly, once Maota o Fa’aleleiga was built it was readily identified within the community 

as a useful structure in which to hold its meetings. It was the only large open house structure in the 

village with curved ends, and perhaps the largest guesthouse on the more populated stretch of 

village alongside the road into Sili. During the next year, Fa’aofo also became the senior 

Fa’aofonu’u holder in the village, after the previous senior holder passed away, which effectively 

now gave him, as the top ranking ali’i in the village, the matuātala (central end post of the round 

end) to sit at. If it were a square ended structure as was originally planned, the matuātala would 

still exist as the central post of the straight end. However, its spatiality as situated at the apex of 

round end as opposed to the middle of a straight end would be different. This difference does not 

change the status or rank of the person who sits at the matuātala, but it does alter the spatial and 

social experience of sitting at that post. It would have taken more research to investigate if that 

different spatiality has an empowering affect on the person sitting there or not, but I suspect that it 

may. More discussion on this topic appears in the following two chapters. 

Several people in the village had mentioned that according to custom, village meetings 

should be held in the laoa of the highest-ranking tulāfale, but admitted that Maota o Fa’aleleiga 

was the most suitable structure for village meetings in the village. Having the meetings in his own 

house accrues the chief a certain level of prestige. As far as descent group meetings, the question 

also arose of which building to use for meetings and events involving the whole maximal descent 

group of ‘āiga sā-Fa’aofonu’u. The question arose which guesthouse should be used - the one at 

the ancestral site on the malae or the Maota o Fa’aleleiga? Fa’aofo’s sisters advised him that now 

that he was the senior ranking Fa’aofonu’u titleholder, he had the prerogative to call meetings at 

his own faletalimālō, rather than the one at the malae. 

Maota o Fa’aleleiga also became the site of meetings with the ministers of Sāmoa ’s national 

government negotiating with the village matai council over the use of Sili’s river to develop a 

hydroelectric project for Savai’i. The ministers, including the Prime Minister of Sāmoa, made 

repeated visits to the village, in an attempt to secure agreement with the promise of financial 

rewards. At one point, Fa’aofo stood alone in his opposition, which was based on environmental 

grounds, and the giving away of the river seemed imminent. The government had already invested 

in the building and tarring of a wide road to reach the far interior. But over time Fa’aofo’s 
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opposition to the project gained support from the other village matai, who collectively decided to 

oppose the government’s proposal and blocked the newly made government road. As the senior 

ali’i in the village, Fa’aofo held influence or agency in this matter, but that agency can be 

understood as enhanced through the Maota o Fa’aleleiga construction, as he had the ability, the 

resources, and power to bring that structure into being. This agency occurs because the agency of 

the house is attributed to him, and further enhanced when the structure hosts village, district and 

government meetings. The agent pair of person and ‘art object’ in this case a building as described 

by Gell (1998) is demonstrated. 

My contributions (which include both the financial and the influence on design) to the 

construction were counted as tautua, which Fa’aofo later rewarded with the bestowal of the title of 

Fepulea’i24 from his mother’s descent group in Faia’ai village in Savai’i in November 2003. Here 

again, the Sāmoan slogan of ‘O le ala o le pule o le tautua’ (the path to authority is through 

service) was demonstrated. The descent group in Faia’ai had decided to subdivide its titles and 

sent out the message to all the various non-local branch members living in other villages to select a 

member of each of their groups to receive the title. On the day of the installation ceremony 13 

people were bestowed the Fepulea’i title. Many of them had come from overseas for the occasion. 

A year later all these new Fepulea’i collectively contributed to the rebuilding of the descent group 

guesthouse in Faia’ai. These events further demonstrate how titles, descent groups and their 

reproduction in Sāmoa are materialized through guesthouses.25 

Chapter Conclusion: Sāmoan Guesthouse Materiality and Agency 

This chapter has investigated the relationship between Sāmoan guesthouses and their 

reconstruction over time and the perpetuation of the corporate descent groups headed by their sa’o 

(head chief) to which the structures are associated. While the previous chapter examined the built 

form/society relationship through the conceptual lens of habitus, this chapter viewed that 

relationship through the theoretical concepts of materiality and agency. It investigated how the 

theory applies within the Sāmoan context, particularly in terms of the construction of guesthouses, 

and how that application in turn contributes towards these theoretical discourses in the literature. 

                                                             
24 Fepulea’i originates an alo ali’i (prince), eldest son of a paramount Chief, Muagututi’a, in Sāmoa’s ancient history. 
The word means to reverberating and shared authority.  
25 Personally, receiving the title also deepened my insights into what it means to be a matai in Sāmoan society, how the 
title, actually an ancestral name, becomes a living entity in one’s being, separate but wedded together, into one’s 
identity, and providing a platform for new modes of personal interaction and expectation, including in the fieldwork. 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In step with recommendations from the literature (Lawrence and Low 1990; Vellinga 2007:764), 

the chapter focused on the details by which architectural decisions are made and the material and 

social processes by which the buildings are realized. It is in the details of those decisions and 

actions that architectural and cultural continuity and change actually occur. 

Two detailed case studies of the physical construction of guesthouses, one in American 

Sāmoa, the other in independent Sāmoa, provided the detailed ethnographic material. Much was 

also learned from the comparison of the two case study building projects. Both case studies 

demonstrated the social and material concatenation of these constructions, which resulted both 

in a physical structure with a number of distinctive architectural and spatial features, that only 

partially adhered to traditionally architectural principles, and in a reformulated and constituted 

Sāmoan descent group. Agency, materiality and House Society theory were thus all brought 

together in the analysis. The sa’o, (head matai) holding the ancestral name of the descent group 

is charged with building unity and corporate identity within the descent group through 

leadership and the agency through which this duty is fulfilled is bound up materially with the 

physical guesthouse structure. The Sāmoan concept of tau, which denotes the agency within 

materiality in Sāmoan culture, helped illuminate this analytical framework. The fact that the 

morpheme tau is found in much of the language surrounding Sāmoan house building 

demonstrates the cultural knowledge of agency embedded in the social and material process of 

constructing houses. Furthermore, in both house constructions the master builder/owners added 

their own personal index of their individual agency in the final structures, through various 

artistic and architectural features of these structures. 

The periodic rebuilding of descent group guesthouses represents the materiality by which 

descent group’s reproduce and evolve themselves over time. This point was demonstrated in both 

case studies, but was seen as more straightforward in American Sāmoa. Usoagalalei wished to 

rebuild the descent group guesthouse and in so doing rebuilt it in a style that resonated more 

clearly with his understanding of a faletele. As the son of a master builder, he wished to exercise 

and develop his own creativity and skills as a builder. He also envisioned the project as a means of 

strengthening and rebuilding the descent group of which he had now become the sa’o. 

While similar themes about agency and materiality of Sāmoan guesthouses were revealed in 

both case studies, differences between the two case studies also produced useful points for 

comparison. In independent Sāmoa, the majority of matai titles over the last few decades have 

been subdivided and re-subdivided among different branches of a descent group so that many 
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matai titles today each have multiple holders registered to them simultaneously. Some individuals 

also acquire multiple titles and maintain registered status for each title in the government as well 

as social utility in the society. 

In contrast to independent Sāmoa, American Sāmoa allows for only one registered holder of 

a title. Likewise, no person can be registered to more than one title. If a holder of a title is to 

receive a new title, the previous title must be deregistered in the government made vacant first. 

Because only one person can hold a title, that titleholder must reside in American Sāmoa, and 

ideally maintain regular residence in the village of the title. In independent Sāmoa this is not a 

requirement. As long as at least one holder of the title is resident in the village, the others may 

reside elsewhere in Sāmoa or overseas, with locally residing members of the village keeping them 

informed. Their active influence of their matai position in the village occurs as long as they 

maintain regular contributions to the village and its collective endeavours, referred to today as 

monotaga.27 

Analyzing possible reasons for these different policies and the social, and architectural 

consequences they have, gives useful insights to the study. The poorer financial status of some 

independent Sāmoan villages and less assistance from government stimulates the subdivision of 

matai titles, as part of a socio-economic strategy that supports the reproduction of Sāmoan descent 

groups and the matai system. It is also reduces the fierce competition that can occur between 

different branches of a descent group over its high titles. The subdivision dilutes the individual 

power and prestige of individual titles, but also facilitates the transnationalized corporate identity 

of the group and the transnational flow of resources to materially invigorate that identity. It 

encourages additional financial resources to flow to the resident chief in the village, which 

theoretically is used to support the development of the descent group and promote its continued 

prestige in the community. 

The greater localization (as opposed to transnationalization) of the matai system in American 

Sāmoa through the restriction on title subdivisions is central to understanding American 

Sāmoa/independent Sāmoa differences. Because only one person can hold a title at time in 

American Sāmoa, the frequency of multiple guesthouses associated with the same title becomes 

                                                             
27 Pratt (1977:226) refers to the monotaga as “the portion of food prepared by an individual to take with all the rest of 
the village to a party of visitors.” The contemporary Sāmoan chief living overseas may still perform his monotaga in 
the form of sending money to an individual residing in the village to do the monotaga on his behalf.  
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less than in independent Sāmoa. As the case of Maota o Fa’aleleiga demonstrated, the distinction 

between guesthouses and residential houses sometimes blurs in independent Sāmoa, particularly 

when the chief and his household make more regular household use of the guesthouse and are 

accustomed to the outdoor-indoor living traditional life-style that accompanies the traditional 

architecture. 

The guesthouse constructions observed in American Sāmoa, in contrast, suggest that the sa’o 

is often the primary financial backer of the construction, with the capital either being earned from 

a career overseas or from a local business venture. Members of the wider descent group are 

expected be involved, come to the meetings to hear the anoafale and make contributions in terms 

of money and labour to the project. Without the additional contributions from the extended 

members of the descent group the cultural meaning and function of the structure will not be 

realized.  

This point was made through another case in American Sāmoa. A man, upon his retirement 

from a long career in America, returned to his village in American Sāmoa. His descent group 

bestowed upon him their sa’o title and he planned to rebuild the descent group’s guesthouse. He 

requested financial contributions from the various descent group branches. When those 

contributions did not come in, he financed the construction himself. A year later, he enclosed the 

structure with walls and windows, making it into a residence for one of his adult sons. When 

members of the wider descent group complained about this, he replied he had the right because 

only he paid for the construction. The case points to the tension involved between traditional 

Sāmoan values on the group which favours the more traditional open, collective spaces of 

traditional Sāmoan architecture, and the more individualistic values that favour more personalized 

space afforded through enclosing fences or walls. 

The case study in Sili differed in that the Maota o Fa’aleleiga was not originally envisioned 

as a guesthouse or meetinghouse of the village or descent group, but rather as a main residence of 

the household of Chief Fa’aofonu’u Poe. The descent group guesthouse associated with the title of 

Fa’aofonu’u had in fact been built the previous year at the ancestral site on the malae at the less 

accessible older part of the village on the other side of the river. In fact, that guesthouse had been 

sponsored financially by a Sāmoan man living in Australia with more distant kinship ties to Sili, 

which he wished to activate and strengthen., He later was selected to receive one of the 

Fa’aofonu’u titles, which necessitated his financial contributions to rebuilding of the guesthouse. 

All holders of the Fa’aofonu’u title also participated and contributed to this endeavour.  
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Fa’aofonu’u’s plan to rebuild the faleapa was thus envisioned as an upgrade, ‘a keeping up 

with the times and the neighbours’. It would have an open sided front half for receiving visitors 

(not as a formal village guesthouse, but as more private family receiving area) and a more private 

enclosed space with rooms in the rear, a new popular design being built in a number of villages at 

that time. This is also the reason that Chief Fa’aofonu’u Poe did not hold a descent group meeting, 

even with his branch of the descent group to discuss the project and receive commitments. Instead 

he went to his own children, who included his pālagi son-in-law (myself), the only one of the 

children with finances at the time to contribute. (The contribution of sons in laws (faiavā) to 

house family constructions was also seen in the first case study with regards to Usoagalelei’s own 

father, who had held the family sa’o title until he passed away.) At this time I had not formally 

begun this research project, but seeing the fading of traditional Sāmoan architecture simply 

wanted to support a project that would counter those tides of change. This is what motivated the 

push for a more traditional design and construction. 

However, the large open oval structure that resulted was seen as the most suitable structure 

in the village for village meetings, both because of its size and its round ends. Simultaneously, 

Fa’aofonu’u Poe moved up to the position as the senior holder of the Fa’aofonu’u title, and thus 

held some sway in being able to have the meetings at his structure. The ability to have the 

meetings in his structure, however, was still not considered orthodox because by custom village 

meetings are to be held in the guesthouse associated with the main orator chief of the village, not 

the ali’i. But the village agreed to, and in fact wished to, hold the meetings in Maota o Fa’aleleiga, 

as it was physically the best-suited structure in the village for this purpose. 

 The malae with its ring of guesthouses in the older part of Sili across the river had no 

vehicle access at that time. It could only be reached by wading across the river. So even though 

only about a third of the village were living at the village a’ai28, it was the less accessible area to 

conduct village meetings or host village visitors. These circumstances contributed to using Maota 

o Fa’aleleiga as a village meeting and guesthouse, which at first the children of Fa’aofonu’u Poe 

opposed. They came to realize how making the structure more important and valued within the 

community had positive repercussions for the family. At the same time, I, as the foreign son-in-

law financier of the structure was learning about Samoan concepts of building, ownership and 

spatial use in a manner that could be both embarrassing and insightful. I had gone against the 

                                                             
28 A’ai is a common Sāmoan term for referring to the village centre where the malae is located.  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socio-cultural practices to assert and push for design influence for the new structure simply 

because I thought my financial support empowered me to do so, an assumption that I realized by 

the end of the construction to be incorrect. Yet, the influence I did bear on the structure bore 

unexpected (on my part) results, such as enabling the structure to become a more communal 

building and space on which I could posses nor assert any control over its space. My Western 

more individualistic values, which I had innocently enough asserted (inserted) in this project, 

created tensions and embarrassments though important lessons were learned. Yet, my 

participation was as a in-law member of the family, not a temporary pseudo member 

anthropological researcher. My own cultural identity and background would thus sooner or later 

become part of the family, its life and history, and my agent role within it could not be invisible 

to the reporting of it as a case study.  

Current cultural tensions in Sāmoa are not between the individual and the group, but more 

about prioritization between the immediate extended family and the larger descent group and 

village, in which the individual families strive to maintain identity. That tension appears to occur 

between the investments made in residential structures and those made in guesthouses. 

Examining the social and material processes of the construction in each case study and 

related events in actors’ lives illuminated the materiality and agency of these buildings and their 

architecture in relation to the contemporary matai system. The narratives illustrated the dynamic 

role of guesthouses in the lives of Sāmoan descent groups and the reproduction of their corporeality 

over time, particularly with respect to the sa’o (leading chief of a descent group). The case studies 

also illuminate how Sāmoans are perpetuating traditions while adapting to contemporary pressures 

and circumstances. Constructing new guesthouses forms was seen to be an architectural venue for 

the negotiation and reinterpretation of Sāmoan traditions and values. The forces and factors driving 

continuity and change in other types of village structures are somewhat different, as evidenced in 

Chapter VI.  

The focus on human agency and materiality has illustrated how agency is operative in all 

cultural processes. Nothing is reproduced or transformed through stasis. Culture is always dynamic, 

on-going and in process. Cultural reserves of knowledge, practices, and coded ways of thinking and 

assuming, (known as tradition) are utilized in the process together with new ideas and technologies. 

Yet, the processes are also tinged with conflicts, disharmonies and other issues described in the 

next chapter. 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter VIII: Dynamics & Implications of Architectural Changes 

 270 

 
VIII 

 
 

DYNAMICS & IMPLICATIONS of  
ARCHITECTURAL TRENDS 

 

Chapter VIII summarizes the salient socio-cultural dynamics and implications of architectural 

changes in Sāmoan villages over the last sixty five years. The chronicling of historical and 

contemporary social and architectural trends and detailing of two individual guesthouse 

constructions has developed useful insights about the dynamics and implications of the changes. 

The understandings developed throughout the ethnographic investigation about how Sāmoan socio-

spatial practices get both reflected in and shaped by the intangible realm of cultural concepts and 

values and their physical incarnation in built forms and spaces gives the necessary framework. In 

conducting the fieldwork consultants in the community were consulted to reflect upon and discuss 

their experience and perceptions on the subject of the relationship between architectural and socio-

cultural change. These resulted in discourses in which several contrasting local ideologies and 

attitudes exist were found that influenced the perception and evaluation of the architectural and 

social changes. Similarly, within academic discipline of anthropology presupposition also infuses 

theoretical frameworks for describing and interpreting the dynamics and implications of change. 

Both these areas  the local ideologies and attitudes and theoretical frames from anthropology for 

examining change  thus form a lens that is only appropriate to view first before delving into the 

chapter’s main focus as this lens .  

Viewpoints on Change 

Nostalgia and Progress – Local Ideological Influences  

It would be difficult to analyze socio-cultural implications of the architectural changes without 

recognizing the influence of local ideologies within those socio-cultural implications. In other 

words, the socio-cultural implications are interpreted in a variety of ways within the community that 

is experiencing those changes, and those experiences influence and are part and parcel of the 

dynamics by and through which the changes are occurring. Two key ideological themes appear to 

underscore local discourses. These are nostalgic ideological memories of the past of which the open 

Sāmoan house serves as icon and beacon, and the ideology of progress, in which a fully enclosed 
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walled pālagi style house appears to be a kind of icon. These points were made graphically through 

the following event.  

In January 2006 American Sāmoa’s public library held an exhibition of paintings entitled 

‘Aufua Mai le Ele’ele’ (‘Down to Earth)1 by two art students of American Sāmoa Community 

College (ASCC). One painting entitled ‘Mana o Talosaga’ (‘Power of Prayer’), represented in 

Figure 62, depicts a traditional ritual of a family gathering for evening vespers in their Sāmoan fale. 

A bottle lamp in the centre lights the Bible and the faces of the family, and shoots rays of light out 

into the darkness. Henry Utoaluga, the artist, had painted an empty faleapa (the open rectangular 

Sāmoan structure) in the background, which Henry explained represented the contemporary present. 

The lit house with people in it in the foreground represented the past.  

 

This foreground-past, background-present perspective contradicts a common Western artistic 

convention of placing the past or future in the background, and the present (perceived as ‘nearer’) in 

the foreground. Henry acknowledged this western tradition of representation, but explained the logic 

of his spatial representation of time in the painting stating: “what is closest to our hearts as Sāmoans 

is the past, thus it must be in the foreground. The present is dark and empty and thus is in the 

background”. This perspective resonates with more formally articulated contemporary Polynesian 

time-space perspectives in which Māhina states: 

                                                
1 The students were Henry Utoaluga and A.J. Afano, both students of Ms. Reggie Meredith, Fine Arts Instructor at 
ASCC. By selling the paintings they were raising money for their upcoming trip to visit museums and the art world of 
New York City.  

Figure 62: Mana o 
Talosaga (Power of 
Prayer) photographic 
reproduction of a 
painting by Henry 
Utoaluga, 2005. 
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 Given that the past has stood the test of time, it must, therefore, be 
positioned in front of people as guidance for them, in the present, and 
because the future is yet to happen, it must be brought to bear on the past 
behind people, in the present. (Māhina 2008a:79) 

ASCC Fine Arts instructor, Reggie Meredith, required students in her teacher education 

courses, (who generally in their 30’s to 40’s); to visit the exhibit and write an essay about any 

painting that evoked an emotional response in them. Many students wrote about Mana o Talosaga. 

Knowing of my interest in this painting, Reggie shared those essays with me. The paragraph below 

combines snippets of various different essays of the different student authors to highlight the 

collective interpretation of what the painting signified to them.  

This piece of art really hit me emotionally because it brings back 
memories of when I was young. I could feel my past as I was residing in 
an old faleo’o with my parents. It just brings in lots of beautiful 
memories of how my family used to be together in evening and morning 
prayers… all families gathered together under one faleo’o with kerosene 
lamp in the middle. … Singing and praying are being heard in all the 
houses at the same time. Nowadays, a few villages are having curfew to 
have family members in their houses for evening prayers. … But not all 
families are doing the same thing, meaning the bells are rung for curfew 
but the parents aren’t home. That’s why there’s so much crime and 
problems going on right now. I wish we could go back to the olden days 
where everything was fine. 

Individual memories triggered among these Sāmoan viewers of the painting are part of a 

collective American Sāmoan (if not all Sāmoa) memory.2 This collective memory is a nostalgic one 

that envisions a past of greater social harmony and unity associated with living in open Sāmoan fale. 

This same theme was reflected in words of Leone Case Study informant, Terri Sa’oto Palmer’s 

(born in 1965), as she described her memories of Leone and her view on the changes that have 

occurred.  

Lifestyles have changed. There’s too much influence from Western 
culture, and dependence on modern stuff. Nowadays, now even if you call 
the village people for a community task, only a few will come. … In prior 
days, if a person saw an elderly person carrying a load the younger person 
would always go and help him/her to carry the load. Not any more. They 

                                                
2 Maurice Hallbachs (1992) has written extensively about collective memory, stating that  “war memorials or socially 
significant anniversaries …  family reminiscences or accounts of significant events” may stimulate collective memory 
(1992, back cover). As such, any historical discourse both reflects and contributes to collective memory (Coser 1992, 
22). Sitting with research participants, asking them questions about the past and how things had changed, examining old 
photographs of their village, provided another context for the production of collective memory that was utilized in the 
current study.  
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just don’t care and let them just go walk right on by. (Terri So’oto Palmer, 
Interview; Leone, January 2005) 

Terri also stated how she felt the village, which in former years was renown as “the ‘crème 

de la crème’ among Tutuila’s villages” had lost much of this prior glory as some of its’ strong matai 

leadership has passed away. Another collective memory theme revealed through fieldwork presents 

the pre-Christian past as a period of darkness before the light of the ‘good word’ of Christianity 

came to Sāmoa in 1830 with the arrival of the missionary John Williams. The writings of Le 

Tagaloa Fanaafi Junior (2003) brings the distortions of this collective memory to light, when she 

discovers in old unpublished missionary texts that the Sāmoan Christian practice of evening vespers 

is contiguous with a pre-Christian Sāmoan custom of the matai gathering his family at dusk in the 

faletele for the ritual rekindling the ash-covered embers in the central hearth (ta’iga’āfi)3 to create 

the evening light for the fale while reciting prayers to the progenitor god Tagaloalagi. That 

discovery challenges assumptions about the pre-Christian Sāmoan past being dark and barbaric, 

while shifting understandings about the origin of Sāmoan reverence for this ritual depicted in Mana 

o Talasaga and creating a spiritual sense of continuity with the pre-Christian and pre-European 

contact past. It also speaks to the way Sāmoans have integrated Christianity into their culture 

(Tcherkezoff 2005:271-275).  

 Another salient discourse about cultural change, discordant with what I have termed a 

collective nostalgia, emanates from the ideology of ‘progress’. Here, the light of understanding 

illuminates from the future, and Western education and the adoption of more westernized forms of 

housing are seen as ‘natural’ outcomes of this progress. For example, a man of about fifty years of 

age, who had recently returned to American Sāmoa with his family after serving in the United 

States military and living in the United States for several years, also made statements reflecting 

this ideology: 

The old Sāmoan fale …yeah, we can preserve that, but, you know, … I 
think it’s an idea to educate our generation to come, in order for us to live 
in a better way and a better life, because if we live in the old Sāmoan 
ways, where we do go from there? Can you give me one reason? (Man in 
Faga’itua Village, Interview; 6 September 2004) 

These more general themes about cultural change and history as reflected in Sāmoan discourse 

and though are relevant to the current study because they are influence decision-making processes 

that Sāmoan families make regarding their family structures. In other words, the varying ideologies, 

                                                
3 Ta’igaafi also described by Buck (1930, 74). 
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which run from the ‘traditionalist’ to the ‘modernist’, bear some, but not all, of the influence on the 

various socio-architectural trajectories of the last sixty years. There are many other factors involved, 

including the habitus as incarnated in Sāmoan village built forms and spaces. It is that physical 

habitus that helps to generate the practices, which then, as Bourdieu (2002:30) would argue, 

reproduces social structure with the potential for innovations to be made within certain constraints.  

In discussing the question of Sāmoan cultural change with one informant, he referenced the 

Sāmoan saying, ‘E sui faiga, ae tumau le fa’avae’ (change the practices, but make permanent the 

foundation) to suggest the flexibility of Sāmoan culture to adapt to change but remain invariably 

Sāmoan in principle and character. Other interviewees discussed how material elements of the 

culture could be changed without altering the cultural value and meaning that the action and object 

create. Physical articles used to create meaning in that system have a certain mutability – that is, one 

object can be substituted for another to create the same meaning and significance. This view 

generally supports a discourse in favour of seeing cultural continuity within temporal sequences of 

material culture change, and follows a structural perspective. 

A common example cited by American Sāmoans to explain the flexibility of their culture is 

the suata’i gift giving ritual, which traditionally begins with the presentation of a green drinking nut 

(with a coconut leaflet stuck in the drinking hole) and a piece of tapa cloth. In American Sāmoa 

today, a soda can with a dollar tucked under the tab is substituted for the coconut, and a bolt of 

cotton cloth is likewise substituted for the tapa, the exception being when special respect is to be 

given, then the more traditional items are used. The associated material culture, both drawing on and 

adding to the ideational system, is developed and perpetuated as part of the ongoing process.  

Phenomenological Versus Structural Perspectives 

The idea that one type of material can be substituted for another without changing basic socio-

cultural structure, as reflected in the Sāmoan discourses described above, resonates with structuralist 

forms of anthropological analysis. Certainly, that structuralist and semiotic framework is also 

reflected in Allen’s (1993) earlier study of Sāmoan vernacular architecture where she emphases the 

continuity of Sāmoan culture through architecture, despite the many changes in forms and materials 

of the last few decades. This conclusion can however be seen as insufficient and incomplete. 

Certainly, the society and culture was undergoing change and the changing architecture could be 

seen as part of that process, as this study has described in detail. Yes, structural continuities do 

occur and can be described despite the architectural changes. Yet changing architecture, such as the 
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insertion of walls, is something to be seen and interpreted as part of socio-cultural change, which a 

phenomenological perspective helps to document.  

One fieldwork example, in particular, helped bring this issue to light. An elderly chief in a 

rural village of Savai’i was interviewed for about four hours on the topic of architectural changes he 

had witnessed in his village along with other material, economic, technological and social changes. 

His house, where the interview (talanoaga) was being conducted, was an open rectangular structure 

with an enclosed room in just one corner, one of the most common types of village architectural 

forms found in villages of independent Sāmoa.  

When asked how walls would affect social relationships (vā) he said (in Sāmoan) that social 

relationships would not be affected if his house had walls. The chief explained how the relationships 

of different kinds of chiefs (e.g. ali’i and tulāfale), or sisters and brothers (what are called feagaiga 

relationships) remain the same regardless of the type of house structure people live in (walled or un-

walled, etc). From this explanation it became clear that the chief was speaking from a structural and 

ideological perspective. However, the line of enquiry was more phenomenological. The question 

was about how the experience (perceived through the senses) of these relationships is impacted, 

or/and how that affects the social interaction of that relationship in space. The idea of what a 

specified relationship can remain the same in the structural perspective, while the experience and 

practice of it can change. Once the chief realized the orientation of the question, he conferred, “Yes, 

the walls would make a difference”. Pointing to the corner where the enclosed room of the house 

stood, he said if he sees someone coming he wishes to avoid, he can go hide in that room, which he 

would not be able to do otherwise.  

As fieldwork continued, informants shared their own interpretations of the socio-cultural 

implications of changing architecture tended towards either the more structural or the more 

phenomenal. The research illuminated how structural interpretations stress continuity across 

changes in physical form, while phenomenological perspectives emphasize how change in built 

forms has real and sensed impacts. The former is embodied in the ideology of culture, while the 

latter is more implied in ideology captured in such a phrase as ‘way of life’. This developed into an 

important point for the current study and its methodology. The question remains  to what extent do 

the architectural changes represent a ‘sui faiga’ (‘change in practices’) or also a ‘sui fa’avae’ (a 

‘change in the foundation’)?  
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Fundamental Transformation versus Secondary Change 

While the issue of structuralist versus phenomenological evaluations of change offer 

complementary perspectives useful for the analysis, further investigation for additional perspectives 

surfaced other useful approaches. One is the idea of fundamental transformation versus secondary 

change, as put forth by Serge Tcherkézoff in his study of social change in Sāmoa (2005). Here, 

Tcherkézoff references the continuity of key traditional Sāmoan institutions, namely, the fa’amatai 

and communal land tenure system, to suggest that most of the social change of the last century in 

Sāmoa may be classified as secondary change (i.e. ‘sui faiga’ that do not change the foundation). 

The foundational principles have been sustained and reproduced, particularly at the village level 

(see also Meleisea 1987a:18-19). 

The substance of that system (described in Chapter IV), is found in the intersecting spheres of 

fanua, fale, and fanau in forming the basis of ‘āiga (family, reproductive growth of descent from 

ancestors) through which identity and belonging are traditionally formulated. The traditional system 

persists (in modified forms), Tcherkézoff argues because their inclusive and open principles 

continue to offer a society-wide basis for belonging, offering security and identity to its members. 

To evoke this understanding Tcherkézoff presents the image of the alofi sā4, a circle of chiefs sitting 

at their posts in the circle of the Sāmoan meetinghouse, an image reminiscent of the image presented 

in the painting Mana o Talosaga discussed earlier. Tcherkézoff (2005:246) has referred to that 

image as iconic for understanding the perpetuation of Sāmoan culture and identity.  

The meeting of chiefs in a circle in an open Samoan house offers an iconic reflection of the 

democratic principles that have helped sustain the continuity of Sāmoan culture throughout the 

conflicts of culture contact with papālagi culture and its systems. Every person belongs to an ‘āiga, 

and every ‘āiga holds matai titles through which political representation within the matai councils is 

gained. That council meets in a circle in the open house observable by the whole community.  

The identity formulated in ‘substance’ is also formulated in ‘Order’ (discussed in Chapter IV) 

through spatio-temporal practices, which is in part also expressed through architectural structuring. 

The domain of architecture manifests the central cultural concept of vā, as expressed in key Sāmoan 

practices – vā tapuia, vā feaaloaloa’i, etc. (see Appendix D, also Tuagalu 2008). The support and 

nurturing of those relationships through all forms of sharing is facilitated, as well as reflected, in the 

openness of the Sāmoan fale. The collective and communal nature of traditional Sāmoan social life 

                                                
4 The term literally means ‘sacred circle’, and is used to refer to the circle of matai sitting in a sacred ‘ava ceremony, 
which precedes any traditional chiefly meeting. 
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emphasizes the identity of an “individual, thing, or creature only in relationship to other beings, in 

terms of group, in terms of vā, in terms of relationships” (Wendt 1996). Tcherkézoff maintains that 

in spite of the many other types of changes Sāmoan culture has been reproduced without 

fundamental transformations through this democratic means of representation and belonging. For 

example, the alofi sā and what it signifies can be conducted with, or without, an open Sāmoan 

house. It is also one reason that Sāmoan houses (more traditional or enclosed ‘falepālagi’) typically 

have a large open front and central room that are often used in this way. Any furniture is also 

typically kept at the perimeter of the room to maintain the open clear centre.  

There is, however, evidence of pressures towards land privatization, especially as many 

Sāmoans, particularly returnees who have lived for many years overseas, desire to own a piece of 

private land (see Fairbairn-Dunlop 2001) where they may live, or ‘escape to’, outside the social 

obligations of the fa’asāmoa ‘dictates’ of their villages. As this basis of life and identity moves 

away from these more traditional land, and community arrangements, the core meanings and 

interrelationships of such terms as fanua, fale and fanau would it can be hypothesized also shift in a 

manner that tends to undermine the strength of the matai system. The pressures towards 

privatization and individualization of land in both Sāmoas attest to the power of this ‘substance’ 

side of a village habitus to reproduce structure and its practices, despite architectural changes.  

As long as houses are built on ‘āiga communal land, which is ultimately not only under the 

authority of the matai, but also the village matai council, the rules for belonging in the system stay 

in tact. The architectural changes that have been described would represent only secondary forms of 

change, not fundamental social transformation. Traditionally, houses, like the land, are not 

considered private property. They belong to the collective descent group headed by the sa’o, as the 

custodian and authority of that ‘belonging’. The substance of the house (i.e. its materials) came from 

the land, and the main labour (except the contracted expertise of the carpenter guild,) was also from 

family members.  

The change to using imported materials such as cement bought with money earned in private 

contexts removed from the village habitus, results in a desire to privatize the house, even when it 

sits on the community land. This is part of what also culturally stimulates to the use of walls as well 

as fenced yard areas (particularly in more urban areas) to give a sense of private family ownership, 

even within the communal land held collectively by the descent group headed by its sa’o. As 

Tcherkézoff (2005:283) so aptly puts it: 

Just as the TV and the VCR, a priori privately owned objects, furtively 
introduce a new dimension through the content of their images, the 
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building materials which, in the form of a sack of cement, seem as remote 
from anything to do with the fa’amatai as a mechanic’s tool box, can 
permeate an object at the heart of the fa’amatai  the house  and open the 
way for a possible fundamental transformation in the notion of ownership.  

Thus, changes in architecture and housing, not just in land tenure, stand at the transition 

point between fundamental and secondary forms of socio-cultural change in Sāmoa, which 

is why studying architectural change in Sāmoa is so critical.  

 ‘Relative Autonomy’ 
The concept of ‘relative autonomy’ (Morphy 2010)5 helps explain why such terms as 

‘Westernization’ or ‘cultural hybridization’ to describe architectural changes in Sāmoan villages 

could be inaccurate. It describes the entanglement of societies as linked, but not shared cultural 

trajectories. It challenges the post-colonial theory of ‘hybridity’, which explains cultural change and 

its products (e.g. new forms of architecture) as a product of an ‘inter-cultural space’. That view 

“deflects attention away from where the core variables and value creating processes are located” 

(Morphy 2010:2-3). The perspectives of relative autonomy synthesized with fundamental 

transformation versus secondary change and local ideology influence this study’s analysis of socio-

cultural dynamics of Sāmoan architectural change. 

Morphy used the concept of ‘relative autonomy’ with ideas of ‘articulation’ and ‘art as a mode 

of action’ to demonstrate how art forms develop along a cultural trajectory. Morphy describes two 

inter-related ways to apply the concept of relative autonomy. The first concerns the relationship 

between different domains within a socio-cultural system, for example between systems of kinship, 

modes of production, ideas and values. Here, he argues, “technological systems have certain 

properties and potentials that are relatively independent of kinship systems and their associated 

values” (Morphy 2010: 3). His second way of applying the concept is in terms of the relationship of 

the cultural trajectories of adjacent and interacting societies by which each influence the other, and 

each develop ways of adjusting to that influence that ramify internally. 

Social Status in Both New and Old Materials & Forms 

Two basic types of socio-cultural values and reasoning are entangled in the multilinear 

processes of architectural change chronicled in the last chapter. One relates to practical economic 

decision-making in relation to the incorporation of new kinds of building materials. The second 

relates to diverging sources of ‘prestige’ associated with both Sāmoan and European forms of 

                                                
5 Morphy states he derived the concept from the writings of Althusser (1969) and Godelier (1976). 
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architecture. Those developments must be understood within the developing Sāmoan transnational 

context of this period, whose seeds were planted in the early 1950s with the first large migrations. 

Increasingly, from the early 1970s, the social, material and economic effects of new transnational 

structures are revealed architecturally in Sāmoan villages.  

Falepālagi and Raising Social Status on Family Compounds. 

The rise of the falepālagi as one of an assortment of structures on the family compound (or as 

the only structure) also relates to the social status attributed to it. As such, regardless of people’s 

desire to actually live in the structure (because of either physical or social discomfort) many families 

especially in the earlier part of the trend, built falepālagi simply as a means to gain socioeconomic 

status in the community. This desire is also separate from the desire to build to enclose and secure 

increasing number of possessions. In the case of high-ranking matai in the village, the imperative or 

even need, to build and be associated with such a structure was high, as the community began to 

expect it. Such structures preceded the other combined types of forms developed later on in the 

trajectory described in the last chapter. 

Just as church architecture became Europeanized earlier to signify the incorporation of the 

new religion from Europe into Sāmoan village life and culture (Refiti 2002a), so having a falepālagi 

on the family compound, (defined as a building with corners, walls and window panes), became a 

symbol of a family’s economic success, which now meant increasing levels of engagement with the 

outside papālagi world. This was seen in the case study of Faga’itua with HTC Malepeai. As 

spokesperson for the paramount Chief Le’iato, Malepeai was one of the highest-ranking tulāfale of 

Tutuila’s Eastern District. He was economically enterprising in agriculture and also engaged in the 

American Naval Administration of American Sāmoa (thereby the pālagi world). By becoming a 

postmaster, and through these various forms of Sāmoan chiefly and pālagi status, channels and 

resources he was able to secure the old post office to rebuild in the village as the first falepālagi in 

the village. 

 Similarly, earlier in the 20th century a few falepālagi did exist among the highest-ranking 

chiefs in a few villages of independent Sāmoa, particularly near Apia. But it was not until the early 

1970s with the infusion of remittances from family members working overseas that a major trend of 

building falepālagi began in the villages of independent Sāmoa. The falepālagi was built as a 

symbol of new kind of socio-economic status symbolizing a successful interaction or engagement 

with the papālagi world. Just as church architecture became Europeanized earlier to signify the 

incorporation of the new religion from Europe into Sāmoan village life and culture (see Refiti 
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2002a), so having a falepālagi on the family compound, (defined as a building with corners, walls 

and window panes). Those first families with a falepālagi in a village were also those who then felt 

equipped to host papālagi visitors to the village, whether they were missionaries or other type of 

visitor, as was seen in the Faga’itua case study. 

Fieldwork observations and interviews also showed that when enclosed architectural spaces 

(e.g. falepālagi) were constructed on family house compounds, it was typically the unwed women of 

the extended family that made their sleeping quarters there. Brothers or young couples of the family 

(either the natal male or female) generally did not move into the falepālagi but slept in a faleo’o, or 

open faleapa. One young woman explained that it is the sisters in the family that are expected to 

“receive the better things in the family”. This rank of sisters, particularly unwed ones, parallels the 

rank given to falepālagi, which was referenced several times by informants as ‘fale lelei’ (‘good 

building’), in contrast to Sāmoan faleo’o. This practice helps demonstrate the ‘relative autonomy’ of 

the falepālagi within a Sāmoan architectural trajectory in which core values of the culture, for 

example the status and relationship of sisters in the family are recognized. 

This relatively high rank of natal females may be contrasted with the in-marrying women 

called nofotane (literally staying with the man) who were observed in independent Sāmoa to hold 

relatively lower status in households, especially if their husbands were younger and held no matai 

title. They slept with their husbands and young children in an open faleo’o or faleapa, and rarely 

entered the falepālagi where their sisters-in-law stayed unless specifically asked to do so. A great 

deal of their time in the extended family households was seen spent in the umukuka (one of the 

lowest ranking structures of a household) preparing food for the household. This is fa’asāmoa. 

The falepālagi was seen as useful to protect family possessions and unwed females of the 

family. As for personal security, a few women explained that they felt more secure at night sleeping 

in an enclosed falepālagi than they had previously when they slept at night in a Sāmoan house, 

where one is more at risk of the moetotolo (‘sleep crawlers’), that is, sexual advances from the 

opposite gender at night. These findings were both reported by informants and observed throughout 

the archipelago.6 

The quantitative data (Chapter VII) showed that the vast majority of American Sāmoan 

residential structures are solely falepālagi so the mere fact of being a falepālagi no longer holds any 

special social significance. This point has led to an increase in the last two decades of the more well 

                                                
6 In American Sāmoa, this information was primarily provided through interviews, since the adding of falepālagi to 
family compounds generally occurred many years earlier. 
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to do American Sāmoan families building very large fancy architecturally elaborated houses 

(bordering on mansion size), which appear to be built to impress others of the community with the 

economic wealth and power of their owners.7  

As per the concept of ‘relative autonomy’, to label the increasing construction of falepālagi in 

Sāmoan villages as simply ‘westernization’ or a hybridization of cultures belies actual processes. 

Certainly, decisions to build falepālagi, did not occur simply as an incursion of European values and 

ideas, even if it the object itself was associated with the foreign culture. As discussed above, it was 

core Sāmoan cultural values and ideas about social status and gender that generated the construction 

and use of such structures within the context of adjusting to and articulating a developing 

relationship with the larger world and its institutions.  

Observations have been made of the changing articulation of the associations and identity 

that such structures imply within the society at different points along the cultural/architectural 

trajectory. In 1980, when a young woman was asked why her family did not have a falepālagi as 

others were beginning to have, the answer might have been “because the family is a real Sāmoan 

family.” Likewise, the chances that her family now have a falepālagi on their compound, are much 

greater. One elder in independent Sāmoa stated his preference for open Sāmoan fale. When asked 

about many of the younger generation, he noted many of them like staying in a falepālagi. When 

asked why, he shrugged, and replied, “fiapālagi” (‘aping papālagi ways’). At the same time, inside 

a ‘falepālagi’ a young person explains it not being pālagi, but Sāmoan. She explained that it is in 

the way it is decorated, and the way the furniture is arranged. Another man in American Sāmoa 

commented, “You see these huge fancy houses these wealthier people are putting up; you go inside 

and you find it’s not pālagi at all inside, as you might expect. Inside, there are large open spaces, 

and the finishing work is often uncompleted.” 

Participant observation in various village households in American Sāmoa offered additional 

helpful observations regarding Sāmoan construction and use of falepālagi with multiple rooms. 

‘Bedrooms’ were not typically used or conceptualized as bedrooms in the same way as they are in 

Western culture. They were typically treated more as storage areas and closets that one 

occasionally went into, or even slept in. This contrasts to the very Western idea of the bedroom as 

the possession of an individual. Sāmoans, on the other hand, often preferred to sleep together more 

                                                
7 More of these types of structures are the more commercially developed areas of the Western District’s Tualauta 
County of Tutuila, which has largely benefited the landholding chiefs, through land leases to commercial 
developments. As the study was focused more on the earlier architectural transformations, detailed study of these larger 
house structures and their uses was beyond the scope of the current study.  
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communally in the big open front rooms, which also cooler with better ventilation. Bedrooms were 

even spoken of as being ‘spooky’ to some individuals. In the event of a household with teenage 

brothers and sisters, if the sisters and other females decided to sleep in the front living room, the 

brothers could not. They either slept in the bedrooms or in some other part of the house. This 

flexibility about sleeping areas holds continuity with Principle #2 (flexible temporally bracketed 

use of space). This pattern supports  the high ranking in continuity (and generative capacity) given 

to Principle #2, despite the architectural changes. This demonstrates the fluid, changing and 

context-specific mode through which associations and labels are articulated. The reality of living 

on a trajectory of change in Sāmoa, helps illustrate ‘relative autonomy’ rather than seeing changing 

architectural as products of an ‘inter-cultural space’.  

While structures may begin to appear in certain ways more European or Western, and are 

even called falepālagi or fale’afakasi (‘half-caste house), it does not necessarily follow that the 

values and ideas of the foreign culture from which those materials and forms were adopted have 

also been incorporated. In summary these observations show that: 1) the ongoing process by which 

cultural identity and its articulation are intergenerationally discordant in Sāmoa; 2) how that 

identity, continually reformulated over time, is articulated in the domain of architecture; and 3) 

how these dynamics are part of the cultural/architectural trajectory under study. A mini case study 

of a family building their first falepālagi helps give a a more glimpse into some of the socio-

cultural dynamics and implications that can occur.  

Case Study: Building a Falepālagi in a Household 
In 2004, three years after the completion of the Maota o le Fa’aleleiga in Sili the family of 

Fa’aofonu’u Poe decided to build an enclosed falepālagi, the first enclosed structure on the family 

compound. Having such a structure would be commensurate with both Fa’aofo’s traditional status in 

the political structure of the village and his growing socioeconomic status. The structure was needed 

to safely store the increasing number of household items, as well as the home made wooden benches 

and chairs, which always had to be removed from the faletele (Maota o Fa’aleleiga) whenever a 

meeting was held there.  

Figure 60 shows an aerial view of the family compound and its various structures are each 

labelled with a letter. The arrows denote the front/rear spatial orientations consistent with the main 

road being in the front, which affectively puts the river to the rear. The structures that compose the 

Fa’aofonu’u Poe household include A- H (the dotted line around these structures indicates the 

general area of the household), but not the land boundary. Structure A (in front) is the family 
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faletalimālō (Maota o Fa’aleleiga). Structure G far to the rear in the compound is the falepālagi 

that got built. 8 

Figure 63: Aerial view of Fa’aofonu’u Poe’s family compound and adjacent households and structures in 
Sili, Savai’i, 2005. 

     

The site chosen to build the new falepālagi holds some interest for the study because that 

location, the rear and side of the umukuka, is culturally considered normally to be a lower ranking 

area of a family compound by virtue of Principle #1 of Sāmoan habitus (Chapter V). Yet, a 

falepālagi holds higher-level rank and is usually placed close to the front, typically only a little to 

the rear or/and side of the open Sāmoan guesthouse. Why this seemingly unusual contradictory 

location was chosen, and the socio-cultural and practical implications that choice caused, which 

then had to be accommodated, are considered first. Second, the socio-cultural implications of the 

structure itself will be described in conjunction with this location that created some challenges. 

Understanding why this lower ranking rear location was chosen for a socially higher-ranking 

structure requires analysis.  

The year following the construction of Maota o Fa’aleleiga, Fa’aofo’s aunt Ema had 

requested to build structure P, an open rectangular guesthouse, a project that did cause some 

controversy in the extended family. Technically, they were one family living on one piece of land 

and only needing one guesthouse, but a sense of social division existed in spite of that axiom. 

Their need to build their own guesthouse a year after Fa’aofo built the guesthouse reflects that 

tension and difference in the vā between the two households that they are continually trying to 

                                                
8 Structures I - M are the church and related structures. Structures V- X belong to a separate unrelated neighbour 
household and their land. Structures N - U belong to the children of one of the sisters of Fa’aofo’s father and comprise 
a separate household on the same contiguous family land. 

Household structures 
of Faaofonuu Poe 
A = Maota o Fa’aleleiga 
B = faleo’o  
C = faleo’o 
D = toilet/shower house 
E = faleapa 
F = umukuka 
G = falepālagi 
H = small faleo’o for day 
time relaxing near river. 
 

REAR 

FRONT 
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overcome. Perhaps, part of the tension observed results from in the fact that most of Aunt Ema’s 

household structures are enclosed brick houses, which made them feel less a part of the social 

activities of the adjacent household. The primary reason that Fa’aofo chose to construct the 

falepālagi (G) at this location was to secure that area of land as part of his family household 

compound. The houses of Aunt Ema and her children structures N-U) are on the communal land 

associated with the Fa’afonu’u title. Fa’aofo built his new falepālagi at its particular location to 

prevent Aunt Ema’s side of the family from expanding their household compound in that 

direction.  

The design selected was typical Sāmoan falepālagi, consisting of one large common 

room, with two small private rooms (as bedrooms) on one side with doors entering directly into 

the common room. Once the new falepālagi was built, all the family furniture and many of the 

possessions were placed around the perimeter of the main room, in typical Sāmoan fashion 

leaving the centre open and clear for Sāmoan socio-spatial practices to occur. The structure 

became sleeping house of the single women of the family, though some family meetings, 

prayers and meals were also sometimes held there.  

This new higher-ranking structure placed in a rear lower ranking area of the household, in 

particular to the rear of the umukuka, contradicted the front-rear ranking of the Sāmoan spatial 

habitus (Principle 1). That principle determines that food be cooked and prepared in a rear area 

and then moved towards a front to be served and eaten. However, the umukuka (structure “F”) was 

in front of the falepālagi, though a little to the side. If a meal was to be taken in the falepālagi it 

had to be brought around to the rear of the structure and served from that side. This was awkward 

and inconvenient since it meant walking to the other side of the structure, where it was necessary 

to lift the food up above eye level to reach the floor level.  

It would have been much easier and faster to bring the food through the front, but that 

would have contradicted Principle #1. The extra effort of going around to the rear of the structure 

and lifting up the food illustrates how habitus adjusts to new objective structures (in this case the 

location of this physical house). About eight months later the umukuka was enlarged, but also 

moved and reoriented so its rear side was turned away from the falepālagi. Again, the Principle #1 

(a common sense understanding of the front/rear axis in association to rank and respect) factored 

into the decision to make these adjustments.  
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On a separate occasion a year later another confrontation between new objective structures 

and Sāmoan habitus arose. The issue was the walls that obstructed the flow of gifts from outside to 

inside. The occasion was the fa’aulufalega for the newly rebuilt Methodist church, and the family 

was involved in its usual Sāmoan preparations for a big fa’alavelave (Sāmoan ceremonial event) 

receiving a stream of families and their contributions for the larger presentation of gifts from the 

congregation to the visitors and the carpenters on the day of the ceremony. Normally, they would 

have used the open guesthouse of Maota o Fa’aleleiga for this reception and exchange, but the 

guesthouse was where the carpenters and their families were lodged for the duration of the 

construction. The lack of open sides in the falepālagi constrained the ritualized movement of gifts 

from exterior through interior and back to exterior space of the fale. Fine mats and other gift items 

were being squeezed through the openings of the louvered windows from the bedroom/storage 

room to the exterior rear platform, where they were prepared and unfolded to re-enter the formal 

social space through the rear door to be paraded towards the front and the receiving visitors. The 

                                                
 

Figure 64: High Chief 
Fa’aofonu’u Poe and family’s 
falepālagi built in 2004. 
Bottom: Interior view showing 
the placement of furniture 
around the perimeter to keep 
the centre area open across 
which movement and activity 
may occur. The television 
(which was brought home by a 
member living in Aotearoa 
New Zealand) in the corner 
was previously in the open 
Sāmoan house in front.  
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situation was cramped and difficult to say the least, and some panes of glass were broken in the 

process.  

The ethnographic example of constructing the falepālagi in Fa’aofonu’u Poe’s household 

illuminates the societal dynamics involved with building a new kind of house structure as part of 

the ongoing processes of continuity and change in Sāmoan village life. The relations between 

changing built forms, social processes, the architectural habitus and the ‘relative autonomy’ of 

Sāmoan cultural values is revealed. The confrontation between the changed building forms and 

continuation of customary socio-spatial practices was also experienced. The case shows people 

adjust between new building designs and the socio-spatial practices. Besides the classificatory type 

of ‘ falepālagi’ additional forms began to develop as new types of building materials were 

incorporated into Sāmoan forms, and the increasing use of constructing extensions, is now 

examined. 

Material Dynamics of Changing Architecture 

Incorporating New Materials & Two Patterns of Change 

The use of imported materials stimulates new design forms that conform to the technical 

advantages and restrictions of those materials more easily. These save money, but may lose 

prestige –as in the case of the faleapa. The accumulation of other imported possessions sent home 

by the overseas remitters also creates a need for enclosed space, factoring into another reason for 

why people build falepālagi. Alternatively, people may choose to build enclosed extensions on 

open structures, or as is increasingly seen, design and construct buildings that have large open 

wall-less areas (appearing as extended verandas) typically in front and with more enclosed private 

areas to the rear within the structure. Figure 65 illustrates changing Sāmoan architectural forms as 

new materials and technologies are incorporated. Column 1 shows a more conservative sequence of 

change than is represented in the right hand column, more typical of guesthouses than main non-

faleo’o residential structures. 
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Figure 65: Illustrating two modern Sāmoan architectural developments. Column 1: faletele with increasing 
use of imported building materials. Column 2: A less conservative architectural transformation involving the 
development of a faleapa (‘open European style’and extensions. 
   A     B 

               
 
 
 

             
 
 
 

          
 
 

 
 

                 
Illustrations by Henry Utoaluga 

 

From faletele with all traditional materials to 
incorporating some imported materials: corrugated 
iron roofing at the top (taualuga) and for the added 
eave (faatautau), which gives extra protection to the 
house house.  Floor plan remains same. 

Change to full substitution of imported materials. 
Special skills developed to bend and cut roofing iron 
to fit the curvilinear roof. Cement floors also added. 

Furniture and personal possesions begin to accumulate in 
structure, being used as a residence.  

Change from tradional handcrafted and lashed purlins 
(vaega fau) to milled lumber rafter construction to 
produce a cone shaped roof faletele. Missing are the 
middle itu section, central posts, and convex sloping 
roof.  

As furinture and private possessions accumulate, the need 
for an  enclosed extension develops, recreating the more 
traditionally less cluttered space in front to family 
activities, including meeting guests.  guests. 

From traditional faleāfolau to a faleapa.  Change of floor 
plan from oval to squared ends. Posts could be wood or 
cement. All other materials imported. 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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A primary reason for a greater level of architectural conservation in faletalimālō than for 

residential structures is because the activities that occur there are more associated with fa’asāmoa 

(the Sāmoan way), that is communal life, extended family, and ceremonial exchanges – in other 

words Sāmoan traditions. Maintaining a more traditional type of space is seen as more appropriate 

from an idealistic standpoint, and more functional in practical terms. Ceremonies require greater 

openness for entering and exiting and the movements of exchange valuables, and require greater 

visibility of social action. 

Because all structures represented in Column A retain ‘round’ floor plans and open sides they 

remain classified as ‘faletele’. For the first three in the sequence the construction and form remain 

almost the same. What changes is the increased amount of corrugated iron roofing, and the addition 

of the extended eaves (fa’atautau), made possible by the use of the corrugated iron. Cement is also 

another addition in the floor and posts. Metal roofing is bent and cut to conform to the traditional 

framework of the Sāmoan faletele roof.  

The last structure in Column A’s sequence constitutes a more radical change. The tripartite 

dome shaped traditional faletele roof is replaced with a rafter constructed cone shaped roof built 

from straight milled lumber. This form, or some elaboration of it, is now the most commonly found 

faletele type in American Sāmoa. As previously discussed, no central posts (poutū) are found in the 

structure. Rather cement posts are considered an unnecessary feature that obstructs the internal 

view across the structure. Asphalt (less often wooden shingles), rather than corrugated iron, is the 

most common roofing used on these structures. The exact pattern of sequence occurs for the 

faleāfolau.  

Column B depicts more radical transformations largely driven by economic decisions shaped 

by changes in materials. The first structure is a traditional faleāfolau. The second structure 

represents a faleapa, an open rectangular posted structure with hip roof construction roofed in 

corrugated iron roofing (apa). Metal roofing requires a lower slope than thatch to produce the 

proper run-off of rain. Lowering the roof means fewer sheets of roofing are required. Making a 

rectangular structure also reduces waste, with fewer sheets having to be cut. No time is spent 

bending and cutting sheets of roofing to conform to the round Sāmoan roof. Essentially, it uses a lot 

less roofing to cover the same floor area, and is much faster to build.  

The rafter hip roof construction is also faster and easier to construct than the traditional form. 

The culturally less conservative choice is now the more economically conservative one. Round ends 

are lost, but open sides are retained. As the quantitative data (in Chapter VI) showed, the faleapa 
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has increasingly become the most common form of guesthouse (image B2) in independent Sāmoa 

and American Sāmoa, as well as the most common form of residence (B3) in villages of 

independent Sāmoa. Neich (1985:24) aptly attributes the increased popularity of the faleapa to it 

being “best-adapted to the Sāmoan style of life, combining the traditional virtues of cool, open-air 

circulation with the low maintenance, long-lasting qualities of modern materials.” Its versatility is 

found through its range of uses, from the most humble dwelling to the most prestigious guesthouse. 

Maintaining the important openness also causes “least alteration to Sāmoan social practices” by 

allowing for the “clear access for serving participants at large ceremonial gatherings (Neich 

1985:24).  

The popularity of the faleapa is also due largely to economics. These structures are primarily 

built with imported and/or locally manufactured building materials (local timber), as are the 

enclosed falepālagi, but clearly use much fewer materials and thus cost much less in both materials 

and labour than a falepālagi. In contrast to a well-built traditional Sāmoan guesthouse (of either 

faletele or faleāfolau type) the faleapa is considerably cheaper and faster to build. With the 

increased reliance on money and the increased availability of manufactured and imported building 

materials and technologies, building using these materials is faster and less labour intensive.  

A well built large traditional faletele or faleāfolau required a large amount of timbers for the 

massive and intricate roof structure, which required acquisition of those trees from the land, their 

transport to the building site, and considerable amount of skilled labour shaping them into the final 

timbers. The production of the coconut husk sennit for the building of a large house often took a 

couple of years, depending on the number of people making it and how much of the time they spent 

on it. Typically, it is an occupation of elderly men, who feel less strong to do the heavier plantation 

work. With many more of the family members engaged in wage labour either in Sāmoa or overseas, 

cash to purchase the materials has become more readily available than the labour to procure raw 

building materials from the land.  

The third image in Column B depicts a faleapa with modern possessions in it, signifying its 

use as a residence as opposed to a guesthouse. As possessions start to accumulate in the open 

structure, the desire for a more enclosed and secure house grows, which can lead to the building of a 

falepālagi, or as the next illustration shows (level 4), an enclosed extension on the rear of the 

faleapa in which to put possessions, which clears the open space in front for receiving guests. The 

same process of possessions building up and an extension being built also occurs with Sāmoan style 
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structures, such as faleāfolau, less often faleo’o. (Appendix F contains photographs of houses in 

Sāmoan villages (taken in 2004) representing these different forms and additional configurations.) 

Reducing Buildings; Increasing Rooms in Households 

Figure 66 provides a bird’s eye view of four different household compounds: A, B, C, D and 

E. In this diagram a separate and unchanged traditional guesthouse in front (diagrammed with a 

circle) represents the more conservative dynamic at work with this functional type. The diagram 

depicts yet another set of transformations.  
Figure 66: Modelling of transformations in Sāmoan residential household space and structures, moving from 
‘A’ (most traditional) to ‘D’ (least traditional and most Western).  

 
     |            A         | |     B     | |      C         | |  D            | 
 

          
 
 
 
 

 

Plan “A” reflects the most traditional Sāmoan household compound in which all structures are 

open-sided (no walls, only posts), with round ended structures (no corners). Separate sleeping and 

working spaces are created by building additional smaller structures to the rear of the main 

residential structure. Kitchen functions occur in a separate space/structure (the umukuka) further to 

the rear, and generally furthest to the rear and of lowest rank space is the toilet facilities. Each 

structure has only one room. There are no external or internal permanent wall divisions. The main 
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residential structure of the household is a faleāfolau. Plan “B” shows that an enclosed extension has 

been added to the rear side of the main residential faleāfolau structure.12 This enclosed attached 

room to the open faleāfolau obviates the need for one of the faleo’o to the rear. In plan “C” the main 

residential house has been replaced as a faleapa. This gives it a longer straight back onto which to 

make a bigger extension, which now includes rooms. This step reflects a further departure from the 

Sāmoan principle of one room under one roof. 

Finally in plan “D”, the main residential structure is completely enclosed with walls and 

windows, that is, it is a falepālagi. It has a front main living room, plus two enclosed bedrooms 

(substituting for what were formerly two faleo’o). The kitchen and bathroom are also now also 

included in the single structure. Note the sequence of extensions and additions could have also 

occurred starting with a single room falepālagi. The common modern Western architectural 

principle of designing all the functions of the household into a single structure has been 

incorporated, while the Sāmoan principle of multiple structures, each with only one room under one 

roof, and the separation of structures for cooking and toilet has been discarded. However, 

importantly the Sāmoan principle of ranking the space from front to rear is maintained. Thus, the 

low ranking space of a kitchen and cooking remains at the rear. 

Eventually, the idea of adding rooms into a single structure as opposed to building additional 

structures within a household compound begins to gain some leverage within the Sāmoan habitus, 

though those new kinds of spaces still incorporate traditional socio-spatial aspects. All the forms 

and household arrangements illustrated in Figure 65 and Figure 66 currently in villages throughout 

the archipelago. However, as the quantitative data showed, the D household plan plus the level 4 

structures in Figure 65 predominate in American Sāmoa, while in independent Sāmoa, household 

plans ranged more in the B and C types of Figure 66, and structures in the 2 and 3 levels of Figure 

65.  

As Neich (1985:19) noted, the Sāmoan principle of a single room under each roof, 

“determines that, in general, rooms are not subdivided and if further rooms are needed, a separate 

new house will be built rather than adding on to the existing one.” According to this principle, a 

family could build a falepālagi on their family compound that adhered to the principle of one room 

under one roof, but departs from the other two principles of round ends, and open sides. Many such 

structures have been built, particularly in earlier years, such as 1970s, and this is the type of 

falepālagi a household accustomed to living in Sāmoan fale would make. However, once there are 

exterior walls, the way is paved for making interior walls, and the physical subdivision of interior 
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space, which marks a change from the traditional Sāmoan architectural principle of one room per 

structure. The loss of one principle (open sides) leads to the loss of the second principle (no internal 

walls), which in turn leads to the phenomena of making extensions on open structures, as well as 

already enclosed structures. The erosion of the Sāmoan principle of one room under one roof can 

result over time in a reduction of household structures.  

Contemporary factors that may also influence this trend could also be population density, as 

multiple structures spaced around a compound would require a larger land area than a single larger 

structure. Another factor could also be government bureaucracy such as the need for each building 

to have a separate building permit, and the desire to put more financial and other resources into a 

single structure that may gain more social recognition and prestige than a multitude of smaller 

structures. 

The principle of multiple household buildings (Principle #5 in Chapter V) was described as 

directly derived from Principle #6 (open wall-less structures), in particular the lack of fixed internal 

wall divisions, which determines that each structure consists of one room under one roof. In order 

for a family to have multiple rooms and types of spaces, they build multiple structures on the 

compound, as opposed to having internal wall divisions. The use of multiple structures strategically 

placed on the land also facilitate holders claim to, and, or, expansion of household compound areas. 

Furthermore, having multiple structures, as opposed to single larger structures, is more climatically 

responsive in the hot humid climate, since internal wall divisions also tend to block air circulation 

and ventilation even when or if a structure has external walls with windows. General observations 

were also made that the walls of the earlier falepālagi type were mostly windows, but contemporary 

houses are being built with a lower proportion of windows to solid walls and with an increased 

reliance on air conditioning machines to cool and ventilate the structures, which also has dire 

consequences on energy use.  

Socio-Cultural Implications in Habitus of Changing Built Forms-Spaces  

How changes from households of multiple single room structures to households of multiple 

room single structures, use of walls, adoption of square ended buildings, and so forth, effect sense of 

place and space, identity, social relations and customs, daily life activities and worldview are the 

types of key research questions investigated in the study. The ability to do participant observation in 

different Sāmoan households with a variety of architectural forms, layouts and number of buildings, 

and in a number of different types of social situations, enabled the ability to make some useful 

observations towards answering these questions. These were complemented with the interviews and 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter VIII: Dynamics & Implications of Architectural Changes 

 293 

questionnaires described in the methods section of Chapter I (the actual instruments are in the 

appendix). Note, implications of change and confrontation with Principles #1 (front/rear spatial 

ranking), #2 (flexible bracketed use of space), #3 (village malae as village orientation for ‘front’) 

and #4 (Sāmoan guesthouses) have been adequately addressed in past chapters and their case 

studies. Thus, implications in change and confrontation with Principles #5 - #9 receive more 

attention here. 

The types of architectural issues examined in the study also went beyond those described as 

principles of Sāmoan habitus generative of social practices and ways of ‘dwelling’. Even a 

relatively small item, like the use of cement on the floor and around the outer edge of an open wall-

less house rather than only having rocks and pebbles or crushed coral has implications. Sāmoan 

families often put cement on their floors over the traditional pebbles and extend that cemented 

surface to the outer perimeter of the house outside the posts. One might ask if this use of cement has 

any actual practical benefits, or if the practice stems from something else. The disadvantages of the 

cement were that it becomes slippery, and liquids cannot drain down, the rain hitting the cement on 

the outside easily splatters back into the house. So perhaps the use of cement is more ideological 

than practical, a way of saying, “I may not have a falepālagi, but at least I have cemented my floor”.  

Shifts From Principles #5, #6, and #7  

Principle #5 (multiple household single room structures), Principle #6 (open wall-less 

structures), and Principle #7 (the social and spatial significance of posts) are interdependent 

principles of traditional Sāmoan architectural habitus. Discussing the implications of change in one 

must be interrelated with the discussion of implications of change in the other. Other shifts, such as 

change from round to square end structures, or the loss of the longitudinal curve in the roof slope, 

which hold less generative capacity and continuity in the changes of architecture (see Chapter V) are 

more easily addressed separately.  

The key conceptual point to consider in analyzing the shift from multiple single room 

structures (Principle #5) towards single multiple room structures is the difference between an 

internal wall as a means of separating space (i.e. two rooms) and an actual space (i.e. vā) separating 

the space of one house/room from another house/room. If each of those houses uses posts instead of 

exterior walls, (or has a lot of windows) vā (i.e. ‘between-ness’) of the structures is perceived easily 

from the interiors of each structure. In contrast, walls restrict perception of and social/sensory 

interaction with exterior space and objects thereof. Consequently, the phenomenology of vā in terms 

of experiencing the relational space is also diminished.  Traditional open walled Samoan structures 
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can be thus seen to facilitate a specific way of ‘populating of space’,  one in which each new 

structure gains its own identity with its own relations with other structural entities in the landscape. 

That principle, functioning as a vā, contrasts with the use of internal wall divisions to create separate 

spaces within a single structure. One cannot sit in a room and sense and experience the vā with the 

space and social entities in the room on the other side of the solid wall that divides. It does not 

require any deep understanding of culture to see how that can and would affect social interactions 

and senses of ‘being in the world’.  

Ceremonial ritual use of architecture and space during special events as well as every day 

household uses were keenly observed. As was mentioned previously, exchanges can sometimes 

occur within a house. Each group sits at opposite sides of the house and the gifts are walked back 

and forth from one side to the other across the open centre. Larger scale exchanges are made more 

significant in part, not just by the amount of stuff exchanged or by the people (rank or number) 

involved, but also by the vā (distance) of the open centre. This point factors into why larger scale 

exchanges are often made across the village malae. Open houses on different sides of the malae may 

be utilized for each of the groups to sit in and in front of.  

A medium scale exchange may use different structures of a household and the space (vā) 

between structures. Such a case was witnessed at several different saofa’i (title investitures), one in 

Tutuila, American Sāmoa, the other in a village of Savai’i. The installation part of the ceremonies 

occurred inside an open house. In one case, the ‘ava was prepared on the rear side of the structure; 

in the other it was prepared outside the structure about 100 feet away, requiring a longer distance for 

the cup to travel. In the Savai’i case, after the installation, the village moved to a separate open 

house about one hundred feet away from the guesthouse where the installation took place, and 

gifting of fine mats, money, and other items, and the exchange of oratory between the respective 

tulāfale took place across the space between. In American Sāmoa, temporary open-air tents are 

rented and set up for these ceremonial events to create different areas for visiting groups to sit with a 

space between them. In some cases that space may even include the highway, and cars will be 

stopped so as to not to interfere with the ritual exchanges of oratory and gift giving that are crossing 

back and forth across the road.13 

Another saofa’i observed in Savai’i was conducted in an enclosed a large one-room falepālagi 

(with a high percentage of windows on all sides) rather than in an open Sāmoan house. The one 

room constituting the structure was crowded with both those receiving a title that day and the many 

                                                
13 This situation was observed in Leone village, Tutuila, American Sāmoa.  
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village matai attending with the expectation to receive a share of the funds and other resources to be 

distributed at the investiture. As was evidenced in observation and confirmed in consultations with 

participants after the event, the lack of posts, the awkward corners, and walls all impacted upon and 

spatially constrained the event. Matai only sat in approximate places to demarcate ranking sitting 

positions of chiefs without the proper spacing between, with several forced into corners. The need to 

enter through single doors required people to step in front of others already sitting, considered 

impolite in the culture. The walls prevented those people sitting outside the structure as observers 

and attendants from actually being able to properly observe the event, as they would have done in a 

traditional open Sāmoan fale. A structural type of analysis would most likely emphasize cultural 

continuities: titles were invested; the village attended and the various attending village matai 

received a portion of the resources distributed, which in this case only consisted of hard cash. The 

changed architectural features did not prevent the event from occurring, but it did impact upon its 

quality and character, and on what Sāmoan call mamalu, referring to its dignity. 

Besides the use of architecture and space during formal ceremonial events, was an interest in 

the everyday life of households. A logical hypothesis to test was whether household members 

living in open house structures in a multiple structure household have a greater level of visual and 

social interaction with the various sub-units and spaces of the household than in households 

composed of enclosed household structures. This would impact the social cohesion of the 

household and modes of supervision of household head over household activities. Clearly, living in 

the wall-less structures of a compound afforded the ability to visually see the various structures of 

the household and the existence and location of other members of the household on the compound, 

in or outside of the other structures. How aware were people of the activities and location of other 

members of the extended family in this architectural setting?  

 Asking someone in the compound occupied with his or her own task (cooking, folding 

clothes, weaving a mat, etc) where other members of the household were and what they were doing 

was a way to test the hypothesis. A woman who was attending her baby and folding her laundry in 

a faleo’o was asked what other people were doing in three other houses on the compound between 

40 to one 100 feet away. Without looking up she answered: her father was in the front guesthouse 

talking with some visitors who arrived a while ago; her mother was also there weaving a fine mat; 

one brother was at the umukuka, preparing the stones for the umu to be made the next day; her 

other brother had just returned with two baskets of food from the inland plantation; her sister-in-

law was tending her small children in her own faleo’o, and several of her nephews and nieces were 
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playing nearby. Through the corner of her eye she made observations and kept herself informed 

while maintaining her attention on her task at hand. Each of her observations could be verified. If 

there was not a clear line of site, all she needed to do was call out to a nearby child playing outside 

to find out who was doing what.  

Maintaining this awareness of the rest of the household and its activities was clearly 

facilitated through the open architecture and facilitated intra household cooperation. For example, 

if one member could see another was not busy they could call on him or her, without even moving, 

a quick signal of the hand or a sucking of air between the teeth could catch the attention. It was not 

necessary to walk to a room, knock on a door, and say “Are you busy? Can you lend me a hand?” 

A different man explained how one time he made the mistake of becoming too engaged in a 

conversation with a friend in his faleo’o that he did not notice his father in the larger house 60 feet 

in front gesturing and then calling him to come. The father wanted the son to bring a box of canned 

fish as a gift to a visitor who had paid a visit and was about to leave. Unable to catch his son’s 

attention quickly enough, the visitor left without the informal gift. The father came over to the son 

afterwards and admonished him for not paying attention.  

From the point of view of the head of household or matai, the visual ability to view the 

household and the various activities of its members was also seen as important, particularly 

because of the value system. The higher one’s status and rank in Sāmoa, the less one should be 

made to physically move about is still largely believed and practiced. Interviewees saw being able 

to sit in an open house and know and see what others were doing as a benefit of open wall-less 

structures. Yet, this principle can be facilitated to some extent through the abundant use of 

windows in the enclosed house structures. The same issue of supervision could be applied towards 

the supervision of children in the family, a point that was more frequently mentioned by women, 

who are more frequently responsible for children. 

A practical difference observed between the open walled and enclosed structures relates to the 

amount of time spent doing house cleaning, a chore that falls primarily on the females of the 

household. In an open Sāmoan house less dust collected on the floor, and it could easily be swept 

out the rear side of the open fale, particularly with less furniture and other objects on the wall, as 

well as the absence of walls and corners that impede that process. More significant, however, is the 

time spent on cleaning the many windows in a falepālagi, particularly the common louvered 

windows that are used. Yet, the louvered windows permit greater inflow of air for window area than 

the sliding window type. Other types of windows for example on pivots or hinges, which are very 
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rare in either American Sāmoa or independent Sāmoa, allow equal airflow from outside, as do 

louvered windows. However, they prevent the use of screens to keep out mosquitoes or flies. 

Another implication not social structural types of implications not encompassed in the research was 

that less house cleaning time could mean more time for leisure or other activities.  

Informants’ statements and direct observations confirmed that the architectural alterations, in 

particular, the insertion of walls (even with an abundance of windows) altered the processes of 

‘dwelling’ in a variety of ways, from the minutiae of daily life to the overall ethos experienced in 

community life. The issue of the enclosed house being hotter (unless it is air conditioned) than the 

open house is an obvious and was always mentioned. Other implications included supervision of 

children, supervision of household activities by matai or household head, communication and social 

interaction within and between households, sharing and security of household resources, food, house 

cleaning, and male versus female associations.  

Most significantly, people commented on a generally different ethos and feeling to village life. 

For example, Anita Malepeai in Faga’itua commented: 

Before, there was feālofani [a friendly relationship] between families. There 
were not so many quarrels. If you have no food, you can go ask the other 
family if they have prepared some food, and they say come and eat. Like 
that. That was feālofani in those days. [Boundaries] were not a big thing like 
now. Children go off and are raised up elsewhere then come back, but they 
don’t have the knowledge of the village that their parents did. Perhaps, 
that’s what is happening, and so they are really conscious about boundaries. 
They come back and see another family living there, and arguments start 
brewing. (Anita T. Soa Malepeai, interview, Faga’itua; 5 September 2004) 

The majority of Anita’s explanations (which were given in Sāmoan), convey how a change 

in village architecture co-evolving with changes in social life over the last five decades resulted in 

a change in the sense of social harmony in the village. Before people knew where the right place to 

build their house was. There were understood relationships between people. There were no tape 

measures, nor need for them, and there was harmony in the village. Anita and her daughter feel 

that this harmony no longer exists because people who have grown up overseas, come back with a 

different understanding, and without the understanding of what is already here. They want to have 

their land surveyed, and make boundaries between people and houses, and friction and problems 

develop between people. People start building their houses and the other people try to stop them. 
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Another elderly female informant from Tutuila explained how in the ‘old days’ when all the 

houses were open, everyone knew what others were doing, and people tried to create syncretism in 

their activities between households. An example of change was taking some cooked food to elderly 

woman, an expression of the feālofani. Upon arrival the bearer found a closed door and knocked, 

later realizing the woman was saying her evening prayer inside. The effect of walls on how 

activities are synchronized immediately became apparent.  

While taking food to the neighbour is one Sāmoan custom, another is to call out to any passer-

by to come and eat at the time a meal is being shared in a house. Clearly walls alter the ability to 

practice this custom. Calling people to come and share the meal, just as taking food to the 

neighbour, are customary practices of teu le vā (‘adorning the space and relationship between’) and 

tausi vā. Calling out from their open houses to have people come and eat was a usual occurrence 

and people would come in freely to eat. With the imposition of walls, this custom is both more 

difficult to practice and interpreted in a different way. Walls make it possible to be either oblivious 

to, or ignore, people in either space exterior to the building or individual rooms of a house, as 

illustrated in Figure 67. This point has repercussions for social customs that the open structures both 

express and facilitate. Walls, particular ones with fewer windows, makes it possible for a passer-by 

to walk close by a house without having any social interaction with its occupants. While these 

phenomenological differences make a difference, changes in architecture should not seen to 

automatically implicate social change. For example, sometimes a person inside an enclosed house, 

about to have a meal, hears people on the outside, and automatically calls out for them to eat 

without being able to make visual contact first.  

In another example, while sitting with informant Paramount Chief Faiivae in his private 

Western style house in Leone, listening to the chief talk about Leone and its changes, the 

construction of the Faiivae guesthouse and other such topics, Chief Faiivae did not seem oblivious 

to his role and responsibility as a chief in the community. The 75 year old chief had been to his 

banana plantation earlier in the day and returned with a number of bunches of ripe bananas, some of 

which we ate while discussing the topic. He periodically called out to family members in the back to 

bring other things to eat and drink. At one point, a young man (one of the tautua) entered the room 

and knelt before Chief Faiivae to receive instructions about how those bananas were to be 

distributed to various people in the community. Thirty minutes later, Faiivae was referencing this 

very event to demonstrate “the Sāmoan concept of sharing, a key value and foundation for Sāmoan 
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concept of democracy, in contrast to the American concept of democracy, which is founded on 

individualism.”  

 

 

Clearly, walls did not prevent the chief from practicing Sāmoan values of sharing (in this case 

ripe bananas). Perhaps, however, walls facilitated an increased self-consciousness about the practice 

of sharing as an expression of being Sāmoan. This interpretation distinguishes the action of 

practicing one’s values from what is better understood as habitual practice, the latter being an 

outcome of living in open house structures and wanting to maintain good relations with neighbours.  

On a different topic, not directly researched but discussed within government social agencies 

in American Sāmoa, was the connection between the increase in enclosed housing and a rise in 

various types of ‘social problems’, including incest or sexual abuses, as these crimes can occur more 

easily within walls. One informant stated that if he heard the sounds of physical violence between 

people coming from a neighbour’s house that was enclosed, he would be less likely to intervene 

Figure 67: 
Illustration of a 
‘difference walls 
make’. In the top 
photo and 
illustration people 
are having a meal in 
an open Sāmoan 
fale. A passer-by is 
called to come and 
eat. Bottom image 
depicts having a 
meal in a falepālagi. 
The man eating at 
the table may remain 
oblivious to the 
passer by. (Illustration 
by Henry Utoaluga) 
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than if this was occurring in an open house. Only in an open house could he assess the situation: the 

people, possible weapons being used, etc. Furthermore, he stated, he would already be on more 

familiar terms with the people by the very fact of their open house. This informant’s statement 

suggests that closed housing contributes to a lack of interference by others in domestic violence. 

When a problem is less visible, it is less likely to be addressed at the community level. The increase 

of enclosed walled housing could hypothetically be facilitating increased levels of domestic and 

sexual forms of violence.9 Keen’s (1979) argues that enclosed housing inhibits the application and 

value of external public control mechanisms of Sāmoan culture.  

In summary, open wall-less structures were seen in this research to promote, but not 

determine, both the use of multiple structures as additional ‘rooms’ for a family on the compound, 

and the awareness of the vā between buildings on a family compound. This awareness of the vā 

was important for each member of a household to see, understand and accordingly act, according 

to their social place within the household. This socio-spatial dynamic could not be discerned in 

enclosed houses with rooms associated with different social entities of the household. This 

facilitated the social cohesion and cooperative nature of the various components of the household, 

as well as the sharing of objects, food and other properties between them. The adoption of new 

forms of architecture did not directly produce social structural change. Furthermore, the intangible 

principles of spatial use, which are part of traditional Sāmoan habitus, would be adapted and 

applied to new kinds of architecturally space, quite successfully. Despite those adaptations, which 

can be viewed in structural terms as continuity, the phenomenal differences in how family and 

ceremonial life are conducted are significantly affected and felt. 

From Round Ends (Principle #8) to Square Ended Houses  

The three main traditional house structures that continued to be built are– faleo’o, 

faleāfolau and faletele. All three have the important structural feature of a tripartite roof 

consisting of a middle itu section with two round tala attached at each end. In the faletele the 

middle itu section is highly reduced while the round ends (tala) dominate the large roof structure. 

In the faleāfolau the straight middle itu section is elongated and comes to dominate most of the 

structure. The smaller faleo’o is usually similar in the proportions of tala and itu as the 

faleāfolau.  

                                                
9 This point is only hypothetical. While statistics for reported cases of such violence have gone up simultaneously with 
the increase in walled housing in the villages, there also exists the high probability that a greater number of cases of 
violence occurred unreported to legal authorities outside the village in the past. It is also possible for domestic forms of 
violence to occur away from the house setting altogether, though this may be less likely. 
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This tripartite roof construction was discussed as part of generative Principle #8. The 

principle of ‘round ends’ on a straight middle section forms the two-fold geometry (straight 

centre and round ends) and two-fold symmetry (front to back, and end to end). As described in 

Chapter VII, some of the modern faletele that some chiefs have built in American Sāmoa with a 

perfectly round floor plan and cone shaped roof lack the straight middle itu section. This round 

floor plan thereby represents a departure from principle #8, and like a perfect square holds a 

universal symmetry, as opposed to a two-fold symmetry and only one fold in its geometry. In 

contrast the common rectangular faleapa of today holds a two-fold symmetry (symmetrical ends 

and symmetrical sides), but loses the two-fold geometry, as illustrated in Figure 68. 

Figure 68: Comparing spatiality of round ended with square ended meetinghouse. (Left) Traditional fale 
plan with two fold geometry and symmetry created from straight itu middle section and round tala ends. 
Ali’i chiefs sit in the round tala, the highest ranking at the central post of the end called matuātala. (Right) 
The more common modern form using a rectangular floor plan in a guest or meeting house. The 
matuātala is maintained as the central post of the straight end. The lack of round ends means the two-fold 
geometry is lost as is the sense of a separate but inter-related complementary social space of the tala for 
ali’i and itu for tulāfale. The dotted triangular lines on the tala represent the hip roof construction. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cultural significance of Principle #8 (as discussed in Chapter V) is how it reflects a 

core structural dynamic of Sāmoan culture – the creation of asymmetrical complementary 

elements into paired relationships. The paired relationship of the ali’i (high chiefs) and tulāfale 

(orator chiefs) is the primary example used, in which the tulāfale speaks on behalf of and is agent 

to the ali’i to which he is paired is the primary example. During meetings and ‘ava ceremonies 

the ali’i sit at posts of the round tala and the tulāfale at the front posts of the itu. The mixing and 

preparing of the ‘ava occurs in the rear side of the itu. Lower ranking people sit on the exterior of 

the structure on the rear side.  
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The loss of the round end resulting in the rectangular floor plan has clear spatial 

implications when formal meetings and ceremonies are being held. The duality of the space 

founded in the round tala and straight itu as it reflects the cultural principle of a complementary 

pairing is lost. As the diagram of Figure 68 illustrates, the ali’i will still sit on the ends, which are 

now straight, but there is no corresponding round end space in the structure. The gradual curve of 

the end bending around to meet the straight middle section is replaced by a sharp right angle 

corner marked by the corner post which ambiguously belongs to both the itu and the tala.  

Furthermore, the spatial demarcation of lying at the apex of a curve of the central post of 

the end, the matuātala, where only the highest-ranking ali’i can sit is also lost. In the rectangular 

meetinghouse this post is simply the middle post in a line. As noted in fieldwork, in many 

rectangular guesthouses the builders have made this post larger, doubled it, or decorated it 

differently in order to demarcate it. The lack of the spatial demarcation as the apex of the curve, 

however, has phenomenological implications. For example, visual sightlines between people on 

the same tala are lost in square ended structures. In ranking of different house structures as 

having the important Sāmoan quality of mamalu (meaning dignity, prestige and authority) 

informants had deemed the faleāfolau to have less than faletele because of its extended itu, but 

interviewees deemed the faleapa to have even less. This is due to the fact that most people 

viewed the round tala associated with the ali’i status to have more mamalu (dignity, prestige and 

authority). The space of the rectangular house, lacking the round tala, could essentially be seen 

as one big itu or house middle section.  

One high-ranking ali’i commented on his experience sitting at the matuātala (central end post) 

in a faleāfolau during a ceremony. He explained he had the acute sensation of being in two circles of 

chiefs at the same time the inner circle formed by those chiefs sitting at the inner poutū of the 

structure and those sitting at the poulalo in the outer circle. Those in the inner circle are more ‘front’ 

(centre) and therefore higher ranking than those sitting at the poulalo. The ali’i sitting at the 

matuātala post, who reported experiencing being located in both simultaneously, felt this position 

gave sense of importance and significance to the whole. This signifies not only the generative 

capacity of the round ends but also that of the posts, both the inner poutū and the outer poulalo 

The relationship of the structural and the phenomenological in this analysis resonates with that 

applied in the discussion of implications of change elsewhere. A social structural position in the 

society, such as a specific ali’i title, or a social practice such as sharing food does not suddenly 

disappear because of an architectural change, nor is the architectural change a reflection that it has 



Van der Ryn ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’.  Chapter VIII: Dynamics & Implications of Architectural Changes 

 303 

disappeared. Yet, the sensory experience involved in these social positions and social practices is 

impacted when the architecture is no longer as effectively reinforcing and facilitating the social 

forms. The loss of the two-fold geometry does not directly change the structural relationship of the 

tulāfale and ali’i in the culture, but the social experience of that relationship constructed spatially 

with the help of architecture is diminished. The interpretation of the implications of change requires 

an approach that combines both the phenomenological and the structural. At a social structural level 

there is persistence and continuity, but at the phenomenological level change is more readily 

perceived.  

The study documented many different Sāmoan family guesthouses and changes in their form 

when they were re-built. From round faletele, to longer faleāfolau, to rectangular faleapa, was the 

most common trend, but changes in other directions were also noted and described, the detailed 

cases of Faleulu and Fa’aleleiga being prime examples. In no case, did the change of form represent 

or cause any change in the status and rank of the title to which the guesthouse was associated. That 

status and rank is inscribed in the village fa’alupega recited in every meeting and ceremony. The 

personal prestige and pride (but not the status) of the individual chief and his descent group could be 

affected by the architecture of the guesthouse.  

Building guesthouses using traditional forms has become more difficult and expensive over 

time, so chiefs of high position felt particularly compelled to build using the more traditional form. 

The matai system is directly associated with the continuity of Sāmoan culture. Many matai sense 

their role as custodians of the Sāmoan culture, in addition to being custodians of descent groups’ 

land and common properties. While an open rectangular (or even closed rectangular) structure can 

and is often seen to function perfectly well as a family and village guesthouse. Today the more 

traditional form gains special recognition in the community.  

The socio-cultural implication of changes in the ways that structures are used and frequency of 

those uses is also of significance. For example, in 2008 welcoming ‘ava ceremonies at the college in 

American Sāmoa began to be performed with chairs set up in the each round tala of the structure 

where the people of ali’i status sit. This was done as a practical measure to help certain individuals 

of high status at the college who had physical difficulty sitting sit cross-legged on the mat. In 

contrast, the orator chiefs on the front side of the structure did sit cross-legged on the mat, as did the 

people preparing the ‘ava on the rear side facing them. This change was explained as ‘e sui faiga, ae 

tumau le fa’avae’ since the relationship of ali’i and tulāfale was significantly expressed – sitting in a 

chair off the floor denotes a superior status in society to those sitting on floor. The distinctive higher 
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rank of ali’i status in contrast to those others involved in the ceremony was thus expressed. Yet, 

again at the phenomenal level, others did not agree, and felt that sitting in chairs was against Sāmoan 

custom. When one sits on the floor one is sharing a common surface with others sitting on the same 

floor, which feels very different than people each sitting on their own chairs. 

From Convex Longitudinal Slope in Roof (Principle #9) to Straight Slope 

The last and thereby least reproduced feature of the Sāmoan architectural habitus described 

in Chapter V was the longitudinal convex curve of the roof slope, which added tensile strength to 

the roof structure and also had aesthetic affect both from the interior and exterior view. Since this 

features was part of the traditional knowledge and construction technology it has been discontinued 

more quickly than the other features of the architectural habitus such as open sides or round ends. 

No direct corresponding impact on socio-cultural practices or meanings could be discerned 

regarding this change yet it is still worth investigating the significance of the change.  

Even though the convex traditional aspects of construction are not core generative principles 

of the habitus, listed as principle #9, this feature is nonetheless significant in both aesthetic and 

phenomenological terms that many Sāmoans with appreciation of their traditional architecture 

reflected upon. The convex curve of the traditional roof creates a light uplifting feeling. The 

curving arches of the hand hewn and heavily bound purlins (vaega fau) made of breadfruit wood in 

the tala accentuate a feeling of both enclosure and lightness as well as also accentuating the spatial 

apex at the significant matuātala (post) from which the curved purlins appear to radiate outwards. 

Figures 69 and 70 illustrate the difference between the two types of roof construction and slope. 

           
 

Figure 69: Contrasting 
traditional convex roof form 
using the arching purlins 
(vaega fau) and laau matua 
(left) with straight sloping 
milled lumber rafter 
construction (right).  
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The act of binding and lashing the house timbers together in aesthetic ways accentuates the 

act of joints and intersections within the structure, and offers a different type of experience, 

particularly to the craftsmen doing the work. This may be an underlying reason for the traditional 

rule that if a house timber needed to be reshaped with an adze it had to be taken down, and 

removed to the fale tā (the temporary building shed) for that purpose. It could not be reshaped 

directly at the house itself as actions of tā (striking) had to occur in the separate space of the fale tā. 

At a phenomenological level the difference in both the construction and its aesthetic appearance, 

from both exterior and interior perspectives is clear, though to the extent of how that might affect 

social practices is not. 

In the process of conducting the current study the public in both Sāmoas were invited to 

several formal presentations where the research was presented. This gave a valued opportunity to 

publicly describe the research and its interests to members of the community and receive their 

comments and suggestions. One audience member in American Sāmoa suggested another cultural 

implication to consider was the impact the changing architecture on language. Not only does 

Sāmoan architecture represent a unique form, but all of the specific parts of the structure are 

uniquely named, and each name holds cultural meaning beyond the function to which the piece 

holds within the structure, a topical area that was described in the discussion of metaphorical uses of 

the term fale and fale parts discussed in Chapter IV.  

This participant stated that without the existence of the traditional structures, built in the 

traditional way, the meaning of these terms is really lost, and eventually the terms as well as their 

poetic and cultural uses will be lost. There are over 30 specific types of timber parts in the 

traditional faletele or faleāfolau. The detailed technical description of traditional Sāmoan fale was 

not the focus of the current research. Perhaps it is the recognition of the value of the association 

between Sāmoan language and the house form and traditional construction trade that led to the 

Figure 70: Contrasting 
traditional lashing (fau) 
construction to join house 
members with the 
introduced Western method 
of hammer and nail – two 
phenomenologically 
different ways to join house 
members together.  
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development of a Sāmoan dictionary specifically focused on Sāmoan words related to fale, “O le 

Mafuaala o Upu o le Fale”, published by the Sāmoan Government’s Department of Youth, Sports 

and Culture in 2005.  

Chapter Conclusion: Disharmonies in Change 

Chapter VIII has described the socio-cultural and material dynamics and implications of the 

various changes. While socio-cultural and architectural change is seen as linked, not all socio-

cultural developments are necessarily shaped by architecture, nor become reflected in it. 

Furthermore the pulse of change in architecture does not necessarily match the pulse of change in 

other aspects of the society since form and materials of buildings only periodically are changed in a 

short time, but the ways space and buildings are used or the meanings they hold can also shift 

independent of any physical changes in the form. As a physical incarnation of habitus, the built 

environment acts as a conservative stabilizing cultural force on social change. Yet, as the last two 

chapters documented, material, economic and social changes have caused people to make 

adjustments in their physical incarnation of a Sāmoan habitus, which in turn has socio-cultural 

implications. Cultural innovation has been viewed as an important part of that process with many 

examples given in the last two chapters. 

The discussion has also touched on the types of ideological and theoretical perspectives that 

are either involved or usefully applied to delineate understandings about those changes and how 

they are experienced as part of cultural experience. The linked processes of socio-cultural and 

architectural change in Sāmoa have not been smooth nor conflict free. The extent to which these 

issues are well understood as sociological themes of modern Sāmoa have been also creatively 

expressed in literary works that take up the social and psychological conflicts involved in these 

processes as a central theme. Flying Fox in the Freedom Tree, a novel by Sāmoan novelist Albert 

Wendt was made into a film which links linked architectural changes to social changes.  

The film revolves around a tri-generational struggle between a boy, Pepesa (the central 

character), his father and an older relative of the family. At the beginning of the story, the family 

has only a falesāmoa, but Pepesa’s father aspires for the prestige of being seen in the community as 

a wealthy man, successful in the market economy. By the end of the film he has achieved these 

aims and is living in a large falepālagi, the symbol of this ‘success’. But this ‘success’ is shown to 

have a social cost. He is unhappily estranged from his son, Pepesa, who has rejected his father’s 

path, and was seeking the company and wisdom of the older relative who has continued living in 

his falesāmoa and according to the more traditional Sāmoan way of life, purposely avoiding 
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involvement in the social trend that leads to the building of a falepālagi. This same theme was 

largely reflected in the narratives of many informants. For example, one woman from Upolu, living 

and working in Tutuila reflected: 

We thought we (the children) were doing the right thing for the 
‘development’ of the family. We all went off and got good educations, so 
we could get ‘good’ jobs, so we had the money to build my grandmother a 
flash pālagi house in the village. But she will not even live in that house. 
And she is unhappy. Her idea of development was more that in her old age 
she would be living surrounded by her children and grandchildren, but 
they have all gone off to work at wage jobs in other places. (female 
interviewee, 45 years old, June 2005) 

Similarly, the sense of a social cost, found in social harmony, appeared as a strong theme in 

research participant, Anita Malepeai’s discussions about changes she has seen. Her points appear 

fairly representative of what many others had to say: 

Before in our village, it was really good and nice, there was only one 
fa’atonuga, (system of planning). The matai made the plans, and everyone 
obeyed … Today it’s not like that, there’s no protection like that. It was 
really mamalu before. (Anita Malepeai Soa May 2004) 

Mamalu was a recurring theme throughout the study, an important Sāmoan concept referring 

to dignity, authority, unity and constraint. A village that was mamalu had rules, which people 

obeyed, not because they were forced to, but because the authority through which they were vested 

was both trusted and respected, and it infused harmony in the life of the community. People not only 

described a village or an event as having mamalu, but also architectural features and space itself. 

For example, the more round faletele was more mamalu than the long faleāfolau, which was still 

more mamalu than a rectangular faleapa. Note here also the root term malu by itself means 

protection, and is the name of the traditional Sāmoan female tattoo that covers the back and front of 

the thighs. Mamalu thereby connects with harmony, as well as dignity, prestige, authority, and sense 

of unity within a community.  

Most certainly conflict arises out of the juxtaposition and incorporation of opposing values 

and institutions into contemporary Sāmoan ways of life. Much of the conflict revolves around space 

and property and is manifested in the enterprise of buildings and their creation. Equally a part of the 

conflict is found in the counter sentiments produced in nostalgia about the past and the ideology of 

progress, both identified in fieldwork as at work within the population and influential to the 

architectural decisions being made. Furthermore, change has been seen as influenced but not 

determined by outside pālagi culture and its institutions, particularly through Sāmoan experience 
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overseas. The concept of ‘relative autonomy’ helped to understand that process of change in quite 

different conceptual terms than the counter concept of hybridity.  

Both the openness of the fale and its roundness have deep cultural and now also iconic 

significance for Sāmoan identity. This explains why the form (as well as Sāmoan tattoo designs) is 

now so often represented graphically in the logos of departments of government, including the 

American Sāmoa Community College, and the American Sāmoa Barstow Public Library, as well as 

on Sāmoan tee shirts and in tourism promotion. The rate of increase of seeing the Sāmoan fale in 

graphic representation appears about equal to the rate of the diminishing presence seen of the form 

in actual buildings in Sāmoan villages.  

The analytical framework of the study has intentionally been made open, just as the Sāmoan 

house, to allow easy access to a large variety of theoretical concepts and ideas, creating an 

intellectual space for making useful connections and relationships between perspectives and ideas. 

This also means that no single theoretical concept or theory has held centre stage. It has been a 

conversation that helps link a variety of concepts. 

The thematic issues of conflict and harmony directly relate to the core interests of the Tā-Vā 

Theory, discussed at length in Chapter IV. That theory examines the nature of conflict and harmony 

in relation to the organization and epistemology of space and time in a society. Conflict is seen as 

the expression and result of unsymmetrical relationships and transactions. Harmony is struck 

through the symmetrical forms of reciprocity and exchange that are culturally ordered and 

understood. Architectural form and its arrangements both reflect and help actualize those 

dimensions in tangible ways that are part of the architectural aesthetic.  

While this chapter has not focused specifically on interpreting the socio-cultural dynamics and 

implications of the architectural changes in those terms, now is the moment where that intellectual 

connection can be made. The challenge is found in the need to constantly create harmony and order 

in the face of change and the conflicts that come with it. People may fondly remember the past in a 

nostalgic way but seldom do they try to create it, for example by going ‘back’ to living an open 

Sāmoan fale after having created and adopted the newer form, even as they experience (and perhaps 

realize) the conflict that comes with the change. The nature of change and being part of a cultural 

trajectory does not allow that. The search for core values and principles that can be maintained and 

sustained throughout the changes has become a core cultural interest, which implicitly or explicitly 

will become architecturally and spatially manifested. For example, it has given rise to discourses on 

such Sāmoan concepts as vā, which was discussed in Chapter IV. 
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In sum, the chapter has both described the dynamics and implications of the linked processes 

of changing society and its architecture as well as discussed a variety of theoretical concepts useful 

for explaining those dynamics and implications. The issue of fundamental transformation as 

opposed to secondary changes, the issue of relative autonomy and the issue of the structural as 

opposed to the phenomenological basis of analysis were all seen as relevant and useful to the 

understanding.  

This chapter has both highlighted and analyzed the socio-cultural dynamics and implications 

of architectural changes in Sāmoan villages. It has offered perspectives and methodologies on how 

these changes can be understood, evaluated and analyzed as part of continuity and change in 

Sāmoan society and culture. The role that architecture has in this process was thoroughly 

investigated ethnographically and a variety of theoretical areas were applied in the analysis. Specific 

examples from fieldwork described the dynamics and implications within their full social and 

circumstantial contexts. A core theme throughout the investigation has been the need to combine 

both phenomenological and structural approaches to the investigation and the analysis. That very 

point arose directly out of the research itself and was not part of the original research agenda and 

design. In addition, viewing the built forms and spaces of Sāmoan villages as physical habitus that 

structure practices and embody values was essential to the task of the investigation.  
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IX 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The raison d’ê·tre of the study has been to comprehensively investigate and theorize the 

relationship between architectural forms and built space and the less tangible cultural areas of 

socio-spatial organization and behaviour, values and beliefs in a changing Sāmoan context. 

Investigating how change in one inter-relates with change in the other formed the crux of the 

research. This overarching question was investigated through over three years of systematic 

fieldwork that aimed to delineate built environment/behaviour/culture relationships in a changing 

Sāmoa through ethnographic and historical investigation along four dimensions: materiality, 

temporality, spatiality, and sociality.  

The research was carried out through individual family and village case studies as in those 

case studies one could examine in detail the decisions and actions involved in making architectural 

and spatial changes in Sāmoan villages. Participant-observation gave the opportunity to 

systematically observe how buildings got built, and how their spaces got used over time for varying 

types of activities. Interviews and discussions provided means of better understanding the decisions 

about building new structures – decisions about materials, location, orientation, relationship to 

other buildings, and uses (symbolic, social and practical) of the buildings and various features of 

them. Interviews as part of the case studies also provided longitudinal information about villages, 

buildings and the social trajectories through which they were built, used and held certain social and 

symbolic meanings within the community. Through these methods important insights were gained 

about Samoan culture in general, and specifically about the socio-cultural dynamics and 

implications of Samoan architecture and its changes.  

The resulting thesis has examined Sāmoan culture and society through the prism of Sāmoan 

village architecture and its trajectories of continuity and change over the last 65 years. An 

alternative metaphor, presented in the overview of Chapter I is that of a conversation (talanoa) 

between people, each person representing one of the theories, and the body of knowledge, concepts 

and perspectives that the theory applies. The aims of the study implicated the incorporation and 

integration of an array of relevant theoretical and conceptual developments in anthropology to the 

analysis. Each of these can be envisioned as one of the facet of the prism of architecture through 
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which social and historical processes of cultural continuity and change in Samoan islands were 

described and analyzed.  

Indigenous Sāmoan architecture is an excellent example of a Polynesian art form that 

continued to be widely reproduced until the mid 1960s throughout villages of the archipelago, 

despite the incurring forces of colonization, new technologies and materials. The main architectural 

features, including a floor plan of round ends, a single room per structure, open sides with a 

perimeter of posts that hold up the rounded roof, were reproduced in most villages at different 

technical levels of craftsmanship from the small humble auxiliary residential structure of the 

faleo’o to the impressive large round guest or council houses (faletele) that border a village’s 

central open ceremonial grounds (its malae). Traditionally built of hand-hewn timbers and lashed 

together with sennit, the Sāmoan fale has been locally appreciated as an iconic cultural symbol, 

unique in its beauty of form, mastery of materials, and technical achievement. This holds true 

particularly for the larger chiefly residences and guesthouses built through commissions to the 

prestigious building guilds, the various descending branches of the ’Āiga Sā Le Malama. Through 

the dimensions of spatiality, temporality, materiality and sociality the study has shown how 

Sāmoan architectural forms and village layouts form an integral part of village social organization, 

cultural life and socio-spatial practices and orientations.  

These 65 years has witnessed dramatic changes in both the society and its architecture as 

traditional village based Sāmoan society has become much more integrated with the global world, 

market economies and international labour markets. The effects of those changes have been 

reflected in how architectural structures were periodically built or rebuilt from 1940 to 2006, the 

year that formal fieldwork for the current study concluded. This period witnessed the increased use 

of both external and interior walls, rectangular floor plans, and use of more imported materials and 

technologies. The development of new roads and other types of infrastructure also altered villages.  

The perspectives on the phenomenology of place and space, as socially, culturally and 

historically constructed dimensions of life worlds, were applied to the analysis of Sāmoan oral 

traditions and myths to develop understandings about the cultural and socio-political landscapes of 

Sāmoa. The integration of the material and agency and House Society perspectives assisted seeing 

and describing houses as an active principle, as opposed to simply a context, of kinship and 

genealogical descent. The General Tā-Vā (Time-Space) Theory was applied to examining the 

spatiality and temporality of house architecture, conceived in both theoretical and practical terms as 

instrumental in the production of order and beauty in society. The concept of habitus was adopted 
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and adapted from the social theories of both Pierre Bourdieu and Marcell Mauss to view the 

specific features, attributes and spatial characteristics of architectural structures as generative of 

socio-cultural practices and ideas. As such architecture (as embodied habitus) facilitates and shapes 

cultural processes of continuity and change in both phenomenological and symbolic ways. The fact 

that new buildings are designed and built in new ways then provided an avenue for seeing and 

theorizing the relationship of habitus and agency within the arena of architectural design and 

construction, which the specific case studies helped to illuminate. The concepts of ‘relative 

autonomy’ and ‘secondary change versus fundamental transformation’ served to interpret the 

significance of socio-cultural implications of the changes described.  

Each of these theories facilitated a different part of the analysis, while certain theoretical 

perspectives gained strength and insight through convergences with other theoretical perspectives. 

By orchestrating these various theoretical perspectives into the analysis of the subject matter a 

useful conversation between the perspectives was generated. That conversation resulted in a 

number of convergences of perspectives that helped the analysis in ways that would not have 

emerged if only one theory was used to frame the analysis. In this manner overlaps in the 

theoretical perspectives as they apply to the topic were also found, while each perspective, like 

looking though a different facet of the prism, generated its own particular insights the analysis. 

Those insights as they applied to the ethnography will now be highlighted. 

1. Architecture through Place and Space, Phenomenology of Cultural Landscapes 

The Sāmoan creation mythology and village oral traditions examined in Chapter III 

developed understandings about the constituent local Sāmoan concepts of place and space through 

which the cultural Sāmoan landscape is conceived and constructed. Solo o le Vā, a Sāmoan 

(specifically Manu’a) creation myth was the original narrative from which the Sāmoan concepts of 

place and space were initially extracted. The fundamental relevance of these concepts to the study 

cannot be overstated, since houses constitute identifiable constructed places in a cultural landscape, 

and also represent a cultural art form of spatial construction. The current study built upon art 

historian Ann Allen’s (1993) insightful exegesis of this same myth by which she demonstrates how 

a Sāmoan principle of spatial production is inscribed in the myth’s narrative. That spatial 

production forms a spatial matrix of which Sāmoan vernacular architecture (the more traditional 

and modern forms) and social organization are viewed as integral parts, a matrix that despite the 

architectural changes offers a means of cultural continuity. The idea of space as socially produced, 
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largely influenced by the seminal work of Lefebvre (1991) on this topic, was also central to the 

analysis of the current study. 

An important difference, however, exists between this study and Allen’s exegesis of the 

myth. Allen does not identify or develop any concept of place within her structural analysis. In 

fact, she fuses what this study identifies as a Sāmoan concept of place with the Sāmoan concept of 

space reflected in the term vā. In contrast the more phenomenologically based analysis applied in 

the current study identifies the separate yet connected concepts of place and space within the 

myth’s narrative. The analysis offered in the current study demonstrates how the myth offers clues 

for understanding the identity of place in Sāmoa as axiomatically constructed relationally through 

socio-spatial relationships (i.e. vā) to other points, places or positions at the same scale in that 

system. Place is made (or position assumed), and then ascribed identity through sets of relations to 

other points. 

The narratives of two village oral traditions collected in fieldwork discussed after the account 

of Solo o le Vā in Chapter III further elaborated on these concepts and themes. The analysis 

demonstrated how the cultural landscape of Sāmoa represents a constitution of villages as 

autonomous places– whose identities are in part defined through their vā (linkages of spatial and 

social relationships) with other villages. These linkages compose the super-structure of a Sāmoa-

wide socio-political structure. This knowledge is seen as essential to the operative identity and 

actions of Sāmoan villages within the larger socio-political structure of Sāmoa, the framework 

through which political and social action occurs and is given meaning; a framework made visible 

in the cultural landscape through architectural structures – their placement, design, and use. 

Through this perspective in the analysis, the study was able to ethnographically represent Sāmoan 

society and culture as less homogenous and less atemporal than many other ethnographies of 

Sāmoa. Structure and history and the particularities of place, time, and events were viewed as 

constructive of identities that linked at different scales. This account of the conceptual role of place 

and space in a Sāmoan epistemology was fundamental to the analysis developed in the current 

study and is relevant to more general scholarship both in human geography and anthropology that 

addresses the relationship of regional and national identities and their interrelationships. 

Later parts of the thesis continued to demonstrate how these dynamic principles are 

replicated and expressed at smaller scales, for example in the identity and relationships between the 

house parts that constitute a Sāmoan house, the various structures composing a Sāmoan family 

compound, or the households compounds that constitute a single village. This Sāmoan 
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conceptualization of place and space were also shown to be reflected in the temporal process of 

construction, which is ritually marked at different stages of construction, and in the resulting 

building form. The various house parts and sections (the posts, the beams, the arching purlins, and 

the small rafters, middle itu section and the end tala) are all constructed in a manner that visually 

punctuates their individual identity and autonomy within the overall structure, producing the 

intricate labyrinth of arching lines of house timbers and lashings at their intersections that compose 

the internal roof of a traditional Sāmoan faletele. The use of lashings instead of nails helps preserve 

a sense that the autonomous parts can be unlashed and disassembled when necessary. Sāmoan 

cultural knowledge reflects all these aspects through a rich assortment of Sāmoan legends and 

proverbs that refer directly to the house and its parts.  

2. Architecture through House Society and Materiality Perspectives 

How Sāmoan houses can be conceptualized to reflect a Sāmoan worldview was discussed in 

Chapter IV which focused on two major cultural meaning domains: Substance and Order. The 

chapter argued that language structure, thought, worldview and architecture all shape each other in 

reverberating ways. An examination of Sāmoan language terms and conceptual metaphors, 

underpinned by the linguistic theories of Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 2003), framed the analysis of 

Sāmoan architectural forms and space. Both Substance and Order were examined as broad cultural 

meaning domains in a Sāmoan worldview and epistemology. 

The discussion of substance offered a conceptual way of understanding how house structures, 

in connection with land and human reproduction within the Sāmoan villages, lay the basis for 

kinship production in the society. That analysis was largely facilitated through House Society 

perspective and the analysis of three intersecting domains of Sāmoan life  houses (fale), land 

(fanua), and human reproduction (fanau) – all parts of substance. House Society (Joyce and 

Gillespie 2000; Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995; Fox 1993; Waterson 1997; Sparkes 2003; Mansfeld 

2002; Lea 1995; Janowski 1995; Howell 1995), of which this study represents its first application 

to Sāmoa, incorporates houses as a principle rather than simply a context of descent group 

formation. In that principle is the idea of shared substance, including the shared space and structure 

of a house. The house is one sphere of shared substance, which intersects with the land, from which 

materials for building the house are obtained and from which food to nurture the growth and 

reproduction of the group is produced. Here is where the dimension of materiality is introduced, in 

relationship to House Society, though it is further developed with the concept of agency later in the 

case studies of guesthouse constructions described in Chapter VII. The research showed how the 



Van der Ryn. ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’: Chapter IX Conclusion  

 315 

dynamic formation and growth of Sāmoan descent groups is based on the shared use of these three 

overlapping spheres of substance in Sāmoan life. Conceptual metaphors, linguistic terms and social 

practices, including the burying of the dead close to the houses of living members of the descent 

group, all reinforce this House Society principle. 

Another important aspect of the House Society application in the Sāmoan context identified 

the guesthouse as the structure that objectifies and stands for the apical ancestor of the descent 

group. It is linked to the descent group title (the name of which is the ancestor’s name) and 

distinguishes that structure from other family house structures denoted as ‘residential.’ The 

guesthouse, as a Sāmoan structure, represents the corporate body of a descent group as descended 

from the apical ancestor. The corporate identity of descent groups is perpetuated through the 

periodic reproduction of the descent group guesthouse, which is linked to the succession of descent 

group head matai titles (sa’o title). The guesthouse gives descent groups place and identity within 

the physical and political village landscape. 

As such, the guesthouse is not a single large residential structure subdivided into different 

living quarters. Sāmoan descent groups are often dispersed with only a core residing group living 

in the village. The corporate identity of the wider group is confirmed at special life history events 

including funerals, weddings, title bestowals, or the dedications or rebuilding of guesthouses or 

churches. These events require not only the physical presence of members including those living in 

other villages or overseas but also substantial contributions of resources (money, fine mats, cloth, 

food, etc) by these members towards the chiefly exchanges that will occur at these events. These 

exchanges reinforce and reconstitute (or in some cases create new) social ties that promote the 

prestige and dignity of the chieftain titles and the descent groups they represent. The guesthouse is 

the central venue for these events and their accompanying exchanges, as well as the site for chiefly 

meetings or other types of community events. This requires that a guesthouse not be strictly 

associated as a residence of any particular sub-group of the descent group. Such association would 

diminish its significance and function for the wider dispersed group. 

The open wall-less feature of Sāmoan architecture, while obviously in tune with Sāmoa’s 

warm tropical climate, also relates to the social dynamics of the open and flexible Sāmoan social 

organization. The open sides promote a social ideology of openness and mobility, understood in 

part as Sāmoan hospitality. The open wall-less architecture invites and facilitates entry, flow, social 

interaction and relationships between householders and others. It is seen in both residential and 

guesthouse structures (but more often in guesthouses) and encourages possibilities for new or 
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renewed ties with other groups and incorporation or reincorporation of descent group members to 

the local residing group. 

The focus on features of Sāmoan architectural forms turned Chapter IV’s attention from the 

issue of Substance to that of Order as constituted through the cultural configuration of space and 

time. Perspectives of both House Society theory (as well as The General Tā-Vā Theory of Reality) 

offered useful ideas to consider in this part of the study. While spatiality and temporality were 

introduced thematically in Chapter III in relation to a concept of place, these two dimensions were 

explored ethnographically more extensively in the ‘Order’ subsection of Chapter IV. 

The ethnographic investigation revealed a Sāmoan view of buildings, their design and 

placement, as consciously or unconsciously understood as an instrument of order production in 

Sāmoan society. The concept of anoafale, not described in previous Sāmoan ethnography, helped 

unlock a view about the relationship between architectural structural form and sustaining and 

realizing ideals of order and harmony in Sāmoan society. A building’s value in this regard is 

sensed as its agency, a part of its materiality, through which the process of objectification helps 

facilitate the realization of social goals. This point ties directly to Lévi Strauss’s (1991) notion of 

House Society in which the objectification of unity in the physical form of an architectural 

structure functions as a fetish to mask and overcome the internal contradictions and conflict in the 

social group due to multiple crossing allegiances to different groups. 

The application of House Society in the study can be understood to have several useful 

results that could positively contribute to the scholarship in House Society perspectives in 

anthropology. The first relates to the identification of Sāmoa as a classic example of a House 

Society in the terms and definitions originally espoused by Lévi-Strauss. The House Society 

features identified and discussed include such things as ambilineal corporate descent groups, burial 

of dead at the house site, a titular system, and house society metaphors. Recent scholarship in 

House Society over the last 20 years has broadened Lévi-Strauss’ original definition of House 

Society, turning it into more of a general perspective for seeing the symbolic relationship between 

houses and kinship in almost any society, whether it be classified as patrilineal, matrilineal, 

ambilineal, and regardless of where they bury their dead (see, for example, Carsten and Hugh-

Jones 1995; Fox 1993; Howell; Janowski 1995;). 1995; Joyce and Gillespie 2000; Lea 1995; 

Mansfeld 2002; Sparkes 2003; Vellinga 2004; Waterson 1997). 

While this is a positive development, it also diminishes some of Lévi-Strauss’ original 

purpose for the theory, which would articulate differences across cultures in terms of how the 
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house fits into kinship formation and its reproduction over time. This is a subject that those 

interested in House Society concepts and their applications might take up further. It is possible that 

the level of ‘housiness’ in a society might be measured by the level of agency and materiality 

houses have in shaping kinship formations and reproduction over time. In this regard, the current 

study’s answers to Marcell Vellinga’s call for increased scholarship that combines the perspectives 

of House Society with that of materiality and agency (Vellinga 2007: 756-764). Sāmoan houses, in 

particular guesthouses, were seen to affect a high level of agency in kinship formations and their 

evolution over time. In other words they were ‘hot’ cultural objects in terms of the agency they 

held in relation to descent group developments, their level of unity and harmony, or conflict 

leading to divisions.  

The relationship between houses and social order was clear to Sāmoans themselves, and 

interviews collected revealed how the house was idealized to be an instrument of order or social 

harmony. This theme is also reflected in Sāmoan proverbs, such as ‘so’o le fau’ (to tie together two 

pieces of fau, the house purlins), as a way to say ‘to pursue a goal with united effort’ (Sutter 

1984:30), ‘Ia ta’amilo pea ma tautala’, (the house can be turned  the lashings will hold) to mean 

‘After mature reflection, it safe to act’, or ‘ua logo ‘ese’ese fa’amea vilivili (‘holes bored from 

opposite sides frequently do not meet’), stated of a meeting where differing opinions cannot be 

reconciled (Sutter 1971: 39).  

This consciousness surrounding the house further reinforces the agent role they play in 

society. Discussions with Sāmoan consultants, as well as speeches heard at opening ceremonies for 

traditional Sāmoan guesthouses, described the architecture of Sāmoan fale as an artistic articulation 

of how the unity and harmony of social groups can only be achieved by all the members 

cooperatively working together, just as the various house timbers join to produce a unified 

beautiful and harmonious structure. An illustrative example is found in a reverend’s comment 

preceding his prayer following a Sāmoan ‘ava welcoming ceremony that occurred in American 

Sāmoa’s government’s new Maota Talimalo (guesthouse)1: 

in admiration of the architectural greatness of the Sāmoan cultural symbol. 
As it stands it is called a Sāmoan council fale, an architectural work, and 
perceived as a work of art because it involved both the process and product 
of planning, designing and construction. This inside look at our view is the 
endoskeleton, an inside picture of various parts that form the support 

                                                
1 The comments were made in English for the 80 delegates from the 23 members states of the Oceania Customs 
Organization’s 14th annual conference from whom this ‘ava was presented to welcome them to American Sāmoa. This 
was the first time for American Sāmoa to host the event.  
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structure of the whole body of the fale. Notice how each part of the 
structure, from the tiniest of the Sāmoan rope called ‘afa to the biggest of the 
posts are bound, intertwined, and connected to one another. Each part plays 
a vital role to its durability, utility and beauty, each becoming an integral 
part of the whole fale.” (Reverend Timoteo Esekia, 30 April 2012). 
 

Figure 71: (Top) View up into roof of the American Sāmoan government’s new maota 
talimālō, built with timbers made from poumuli and breadfruit trees. (Bottom) Reverend 
Timoteo Esekia at podium making his speech inside the structure. The American Sāmoa 
Community College Student Cultural group which has just performed an ‘ava ceremony is 
sitting in the forefront; 30 April 2012 (still frames from video) 

 
 

 
 

The reverend’s speech drew analogies to the human body with references to the Christian 

scripture of St. Paul in his letter to the Corinthians. Quoting scripture, the Reverend posed the 
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question, “If the whole body was the sense of smell, where would the hearing be? If the whole 

body were hearing where would smell be? If the whole body were one member, where would the 

body be”? The human body consists of an organization of various connected parts, each with their 

own identity. These operate well in their specific organization in relation to other parts to produce 

the overall physical unity of the whole body  an idea which the Reverend explained was expressed 

artistically in the Sāmoan fale architecture.  

This type of metaphorical allusion was repeatedly heard throughout fieldwork in various 

Sāmoan reflections on Sāmoan traditional architecture. The Reverend’s comment reflects on how 

the aesthetic, structural and functional aspects of Sāmoan architecture are not thought of as 

separable aspects of a structure. Instead, the beauty of the architecture is in the fact that any feature 

or aspect of the structure holds important aesthetic, structural and functional importance and 

symbolic meaning. This is why there would be no decorative facades or ceilings that cover the 

internal framework of the structure from the inside. This is also why the Sāmoan house lacks 

decorative façades that cover the functional yet highly harmonious ways that the various house 

timbers of the roof are intricately joined in functional and beautiful ways. The aesthetic dimensions 

lie internally within the structural-functional dimensions of the structure, and are not simply 

external dressings added on later.  

3. Architecture through Tā -Vā (Time-Space) Theory & Spatio-Temporal Dimensions  

Viewing Sāmoan architecture from the House Society perspective as outlined above dove-

tailed perfectly to the study’s integration of The General Tā-Vā Theory of Reality and its central 

concern with order and harmony, conflict and disharmony, and aesthetics. The concern in Tā-Vā 

theory with issues of symmetry that produce harmony and beauty find relevance in a society in 

which the architecture of the house (especially the chief’s guesthouse) is consciously used as an 

instrument of social order and structuring. A need to be concerned with beauty that would provide 

a sense of harmony and unity for those who enter makes sense in light of the previous discussion of 

House Society and supports an understanding of how and why the prestigious building guilds that 

masterfully built such structures would have developed. It was noted in fieldwork that Sāmoans 

reported being affected with a sense of harmony while in traditional Sāmoan buildings. The 

experience of social structure when people gather for meetings or ceremonies was also reported to 

be best understood and experienced in the more traditional Sāmoan fale with round ends and open 

sides, in which the sitting posts become prominent features of the structure from both the external 

and internal viewpoints.  
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Lest there be any confusion, it must be noted that the use of the Polynesian terms tā and vā in 

the theory’s name does not imply that the theory applies only to Tongan or Polynesian cultures. 

Rather, the theory can be applied more universally to cultural analysis of phenomena in any 

society. The non-English terms Tā and Vā within the title suggests the ethnic background of the 

theory’s architect and also the essential point that space and time have varying epistemological 

configurations across different cultures. The theory in itself denotes the need to study how space 

and time are configured in any society, and is not a specific to any one society. That is left to the 

application of the theory. This study represents the first known application of the theory to Sāmoan 

society in general and to Sāmoan architecture in particular. The convergence developed between 

Tā-Vā theory and House Society perspectives is also unique and something new.  

The theory also aims to avoid a priori theoretical imposition of certain types of 

dichotomization, such as separating the aesthetic and functional value of cultural objects. For 

example, as described above, the aesthetic dimension of Sāmoan architectural form directly derives 

from the visibility of its structural-functional components. The application of any kind of 

decorative façade that covers the internal structuring is antithetical to that aesthetic. Viewing 

conflict and harmony as being inherent to each other, as opposed to being necessarily oppositional, 

provides another example of the philosophical grounding of the theory.  

This research found that while houses are a focal point for production of unified harmonies 

for social groups, they are also sometimes the focal point of social conflict between groups, 

particularly when new houses are being built. This is so because the construction of a house also 

involves the perception and assertion of boundaries and social relationships that are not always 

mutually shared. The purposeful destruction of a house or the prevention of its construction may 

sometimes result. That point is underscored by the use of the Sāmoan term tua’oi to refer both to 

neighbour and to the boundary that lies between them.  

The theory’s tenet (Māhina 2002; 2008a & b; Ka'ili 2008; Potauaine 2009) that the cultural 

configuration of time and space through social practices or various forms of art are core to the 

production of order (i.e. harmony and beauty) in society inspired research into spatiality and 

temporality in the Sāmoan society/architecture relationship. Sāmoan terms investigated to 

understand Sāmoan spatiality and temporality consist of vā, mata and tā. The definition and 

various types of applications of these terms, both as whole words and as morphemes in other words 

were derived ethnographically and applied to understanding the sociality, spatiality and temporality 

of social activities in relationship to the village built environment and its spaces.  
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The term vā denotes space in the Sāmoan context but also refers to relationships (especially 

social ones) as well as the distance and relations between points (Tuagalu 2008:109-110; Le 

Tagaloa F. 2003:9). As such it is sometimes translated as ‘the between’. Points are referred to as 

mata, the Sāmoan (Austronesian) word for eyes, the primary organ through which space and spatial 

relationships are perceived. The Sāmoan concept of space through vā emphasizes the relationality 

of things, actions, and people in specific situations. Social identities appear more closely linked and 

associated to those relations in Sāmoa than in many western societies where human identity and 

constitution of things are often thought about and acted upon in more autonomous ways. The 

examples provided in this study applied to spaces, time, houses, social identities and roles, but the 

same theme is applicable to a host of other areas, including such things as illness.2 The discussion 

of ‘point-field’ spatiality versus container modelling of space illustrated the key role of conceptual 

metaphors in shaping the worldview to which these concepts are central.  

Open Sāmoan architecture also exemplifies and fosters the emphasis on vā in terms of how 

interior house space becomes highly interactive with exterior space. The vā of open sides brings 

about an awareness of the relationship between interior and exterior space and many Sāmoan 

traditional social practices, from the formal to the mundane, were described as linked to that 

physical attribute. The sitting posts of the Sāmoan fale represent significant points (mata) of the 

social and physical construction of space. These posts, in place of exterior walls, define the outer 

edge of the house and the boundary between interior and exterior space. The fact that social 

ranking of a group is indicated by which posts people sit at in the house when they meet, 

transforms these posts into significant points (mata) of the social and physical/architectural 

landscape, points that are clearly discernable from both interior and exterior space. Physical and 

social vā converge in this socio-spatial construction.  

While architecture can be understood as an art of spatial construction, temporality is found in 

the process of construction, in the sequencing of activities of spatial use, and in the frequency with 

which it may need renovation or demolition and reconstruction. All these architectural areas of the 

temporal dimension were examined. The term tā denotes a ‘point in time.’ Such points represent 

beginnings and endings to events through and in which vā is constructed. Vā also has a temporal 

dimension and indeed Sāmoan language terms use vā to denote the temporal interval between 

                                                
2 The western practice on diagnosing, isolating and treating a particular disease as singular cause and effect 
relationship is well known, contrasting to concepts of illness and approaches to treatments in many other cultures. For 
example, in Sāmoa, some medical problems are related to a spatial shifting of an organ called the toala understood to 
properly exist in the centre of the abdomen of both males and females. Treatments involve massaging back towards the 
centre.  



Van der Ryn. ‘THE DIFFERENCE WALLS MAKE’: Chapter IX Conclusion  

 322 

points (tā) in ‘time’, in addition to the geographic interval of points (mata) in ‘space.’ 

Consequently, time is expressed in terms of space in Sāmoan culture, because of the ontology by 

which time can only be gained and actualized in space (Lefebvre 1991: 218). Similarly, space and 

time in terms are viewed in terms of each other in English usage (e.g. ‘a long time ago; a long 

distance to walk). However, the modern western sense of time and space are dominated by 

container models through which time and space become quantifiable entities into which events and 

things can be fit. This way of thinking largely dominates modern western architectural practice and 

is often expressed in resulting architectural forms. 

4. Architectural and Social Processes through Habitus & Agency  

Chapter V examined how Sāmoan village layouts and traditional Sāmoan house features are 

generative of particular socio-spatial and temporal practices and cultural orientations. The idea of 

habitus was adopted and adapted from Bourdieu (1985, 2002) and Mauss (1934) for the current 

study to explore how the design of built forms and space both reflect and shape cultural life and 

ideas that are part of that life. Built forms inform the culture that in turn informs those built forms. 

Part of cultural life is seen in people living in and mediating that reciprocating relationship.  

The particular way the habitus concept was incorporated into the analysis was to view 

habitus as externalized and embodied in the built forms and spaces that people inhabit. This 

application contrasts with Bourdieu’s discussion of habitus as mental dispositions, or Mauss view 

of habitus as bodily dispositions (socialized and embodied into peoples physical habits or body 

techniques). The habitus concept applied to Sāmoan architecture was seen as analogous to the 

Sāmoan concept of anoafale as mentioned above (and described in Chapter IV). They both suggest 

the house as a physical structure can operate to generate social practices to bring about social aims 

for which the house is built.  

The perspective taken in the study was not to deny the mental or bodily aspects of habitus, 

but rather to see the architectural, mental, and bodily dimensions working in concert with each 

other. The focus was on an architectural habitus founded in specifics of built forms and space that 

helped generate various types of social practices and attitudes aligned with the habitus of mental 

and bodily dispositions. Viewing the habitus embodied in architectural structures that people both 

create and inhabit was also crucial to the other key concept applied and examined – agency, which 

was historically examined in Chapter VI and examined at the level of individual people and house 

constructions in chapter VII. The theory of materiality helps bridge the view of a house as both an 

expression and means of reinforcing habitus and as a means of agency, which can affect change.  
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Nine principles of habitus manifested as architectural principles or specific types of socio-

spatial behaviours and orientations were examined. They were ranked according to their level of 

architectural and spatial reproduction over time. Lower levels of reproduction are understood to 

hold a weaker place in the habitus. The underlying logic is that if their place in the habitus was 

stronger then they would be reproduced more frequently when new structures are built. The 

identification of nine features of a Sāmoan architectural habitus (from the ranking of space, to open 

sides, and round ends) and the types of cultural orientations and social practices each generates 

gave a basis for Chapter VI examination of architectural changes in the historical social and 

architectural trajectories from 1940 to 2005. The data was based on direct testimony from research 

participants and quantitative data for a number of villages of both American Sāmoa and 

independent Sāmoa.  

The study described a divergence in the rates of change between the two Sāmoas, which was 

seen to be largely due to the higher level of foreign subsidies and wage salaries in American 

Sāmoa, as well as the generally higher level of transnational migration resulting in the majority of 

American Sāmoans having lived some period of their lives in the USA (Van der Ryn 2012). The 

FEMA post hurricane housing program had a major impact on village architectural developments 

in American Sāmoa. While rate of change may be sharper in American Sāmoa, villages of both 

Sāmoas have witnessed dramatic architectural changes, particularly over the last 40 years.  

A development of a transnationalized Sāmoan community in which the financial needs of 

families have been increasingly met by remittances from family members overseas has emerged. 

Family projects, including new houses, have been an important aspect of the architectural 

trajectories. The concurrent loss of family labour at home and increasing remittances have clearly 

resulted in architectural changes and may explain why houses are built with imported materials 

which require less labour but more capital. Furthermore, some overseas Sāmoans who have 

become accustomed to living in enclosed European style houses may wish to see new structures 

built to accommodate their new values and lifestyles, should they plan to return later to live in 

them. The increased Sāmoan engagement with Euro-American culture during this period, which 

incorporated new kinds of materials, forms, and ideas using Sāmoan values, structural principles, 

and innovation, resulted in a multiplicity of new forms together with the older ones, and in various 

combinations. Many of the basic traditional Sāmoan organizational principles cut across the old 

and new. but specific features changed with specific types of consequences. 
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Examining the trajectories revealed a split in the dynamics and processes of change. The first 

was the initial wholesale adoption of the quasi European (Sāmoanized) enclosed house built of 

milled lumber, cement floor, and tin roof as an added structure to household compounds, which 

families built to gain social status in the community. The second was the incorporation of new 

materials and technologies into architectural forms built under the Sāmoan classification as 

‘Sāmoan’ in style, both in terms of guesthouses and residential structures. This was driven by a 

desire for more durable or longer lasting materials, for example corrugated iron roofing rather than 

thatch, and a desire for less time and labour costs, which matched with the reduced family labour 

pool, but the increased amount of cash remittances from overseas.  

A slightly later development was adopting a practice of building house extensions as opposed 

to building new structures represented a break in Sāmoan habitus and architectural principles and 

resulted in a multiplicity of new building forms which attempted to accommodate and symbolize a 

variety of socio-cultural commitments and needs. These forms, as opposed to the initial falepālagi 

built in Sāmoan villages, supplanted the building of traditional Sāmoan structures; particularly the 

larger ones built by traditional master builders.  

That there is a desire to continue more traditional Sāmoan architectural principles in the 

guesthouses means that that the differences in architectural form between guesthouses and 

residential houses contrasts more in American Sāmoa than in independent Sāmoa where many 

people still reside in open sided houses (faleapa, faleo’o, or in a few cases faleāfolau). 

Nevertheless, some villages of American Sāmoa have greater numbers of traditionally built 

guesthouses than some villages of independent Sāmoa. However, due to economics and practicality 

the most common architectural form now used for guesthouses in either Sāmoa is the rectangular 

shaped open sided faleapa. To build a guesthouse with more traditional Sāmoan architectural 

features and construction, even if it uses some modern materials, is both more expensive and more 

prestigious, and is considered appropriate for higher ranking chieftain titles to continue to build. 

The cheaply and quickly built faleo’o, in contrast, represents a traditional house form that 

continues to be built as a low status but convenient structure particularly among households in rural 

villages of independent Sāmoa as either an auxiliary structure or sometimes as a main residential 

structure of a small household. It is also the type of structure one often sees being built after a 

destructive hurricane. This pattern does not occur in American Sāmoa, which has the FEMA, 

which offers rebuilding assistance after houses are destroyed in a hurricane. 
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The traditional Sāmoan building guilds, which traditionally held high levels of prestige 

associated with the structures they built, experienced a dramatic decline during the last four 

decades, together with the traditional building knowledge and skills they embody. It is now 

difficult to find available traditional master builders and carpentry teams with the knowledge and 

ability to build a traditional Sāmoan faletele or faleāfolu. It is now mainly a few hotels and 

educational institutions, who wish to have large traditional structures built, that are more often 

employing the few remaining practicing traditional builders. These institutions have more capital 

resources available to pay for the traditional construction. The building process requires more time 

and labour (thus financial) input than most modern structures built with imported materials. This 

situation is even more severe in American Sāmoa, and traditional builders for American Sāmoan 

structures are sought out in independent Sāmoa.  

While Chapter VI examined broader trends of the trajectories and the historical role that 

various socio-economic and material changes had in the architectural changes, Chapter VII took a 

more micro view at the dynamics of individual agency in the details of house design and 

constructions, the actual point where change and continuity continue to occur. The bringing of a 

structure into being is an act of causation  therein lays the theoretical importance of agency where 

things or ways of doing things are either reproduced or changed. How individual agency is 

constituted within the cultural framework of constructing new buildings, in particular guesthouses, 

was examined through two detailed case studies. Agency is connected to power and status, which 

is constrained by the habitus of the status. Historical and institutional forces affect decisions being 

made. Yet, the authority to make decisions and to enact them, including how a guesthouse gets 

built, is also bound into Sāmoan social structure, particularly the matai system, and its attending 

cultural ideas and values.  

A guesthouse’s agency to help realize social goals, particularly that of the associated chief 

and the corporate descent group, constitutes its materiality, or in Sāmoan terms its anoafale, a 

characteristic of the relationship between people and the material things that they produce and use. 

Guesthouses are built to serve a social goal related to the chief holding the ancestral name (now 

title) of a descent group’s apical ancestor. That social goal is its anoafale, the essence of a house, 

served by the character of the social (family) life that it engenders. Building and maintaining the 

harmony and social solidarity of the corporate descent group is key to the guesthouse’s agency. 

Cultural meaning, significance and agency of a structure can be attributed to the social process of 

its construction and to the social behaviours engendered in its usage. Building form and the process 
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by which they come into being both reflect and shape socio-cultural processes. Change in one is 

tied to change in the other.  

A look at the contrasting governmental policies on matai system practices in the two Sāmoas 

revealed their impact on the dynamics of Sāmoan guesthouse constructions. On one hand, the 

practice of bestowing multiple titleholders in independent Sāmoa among dispersed members 

increases the availability of resources (particularly financial) within a descent group headed by a 

sa’o. Those resources are used to enhance the prestige and corporeality of the descent group largely 

through their circulation in the frequent exchanges between descent groups associated with Sāmoan 

ceremonial events, but also in the periodic construction and maintenance of guesthouses. At the 

same time, multiple holders of single titles sometimes leads to conflict and fission as numbers 

within the descent group increases. This results in the building of multiple guesthouses associated 

with the same title. In American Sāmoa no title can have more than one titleholder and no person 

can hold more than one registered title, so rivalries between branches of the descent group are not 

as common. The social dynamics surrounding guesthouse constructions are thus different in 

American Sāmoa.  

5. Perspectives for Evaluating Socio-Cultural Dynamics and Implications of Change  

This crux of this study  an analysis of socio-cultural dynamics and implications of Sāmoan 

architectural changes – came in Chapter VIII. Preceding chapters either described the processes of 

change or focused on different ethnographic and theoretical aspects of the relationship between 

Sāmoan built forms and space to Sāmoan cultural knowledge and values and social organization 

and behaviour using a variety of different anthropological theory in the analysis to understand the 

spatiality, temporality, sociality and materiality that exists in the architecture/society relationship in 

Sāmoa.  

For the current study, participant-observation, formal and informal interviews were 

conducted in villages of both American Sāmoa and independent Sāmoa to investigate the socio-

cultural implications of the changes. Certainly, the most obvious implication is the danger of an 

almost complete loss of a great cultural tradition embodied in the technical achievement of the 

Sāmoan fale, an icon of cultural identity and an embodiment of cultural knowledge, a point that 

many Sāmoans in the study were aware of and were saddened by. While this dimension was noted, 

the research was more interested in investigating how and why the architecture was changing (the 

dynamics), and the effects of those changes, particularly the insertion of walls and internal 

divisions (but also corners), on social behaviour, customs, daily life routines, and identity.  
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At this juncture the difference between structural and phenomenological forms of analysis 

and a call for efforts to integrate and balance the two was reiterated. The former sees continuity 

underlying the changes; the latter focuses on the senses and the actual and recognizes the greater 

socio-cultural implications. Because culture is constituted in both ideational and sensory levels of 

experience, considering both aspects was viewed as important to the analysis of socio-cultural 

implications of the architectural changes. If architectural forms embody a habitus through which 

principled cultural action (i.e. practices) is generated, then architectural changes may lead to a 

weakening of their role as habitus. This results in a discordant relationship between the 

phenomenological and the ideational realms of culture. In the case of this study, the consequence 

can disassociate the actual buildings and spaces in which people are living their daily lives, from 

the cultural ideas they are trying to either perpetuate or change in other ways. In other cases, the 

utilization of space for cultural purposes is adapted in creative and innovative ways. 

This study originally hypothesized that the insertion of walls impacts the conscious 

awareness of vā, the inter-relational space by which one discerns the ‘between-ness’ of social, 

environmental and spiritual entities. Open wall-less Sāmoan architecture and its other traditional 

features were described as conducive to the particular Sāmoan expression and practice of vā in a 

broad set of Sāmoan socio-spatial practices embedded as Sāmoan social customs developed over 

the millennia. However, a change in architecture does not necessarily or automatically imply a 

change in those ideas and their expression in socio-spatial practices, though it does imply an 

adjustment. People will work out ways to express their social relationships in socio-spatial 

practices, regardless of particular architectural forms and spaces. This is possible because of an 

internalized habitus or, mental aspect of culture in which people attempt to reproduce patterns and 

behaviours that they are accustomed to, regardless of the physical architecture that may embody 

and facilitate those patterns. This view is structural at its core. 

An example helps illustrate these ideas. A very traditionally oriented Sāmoan chief from a 

rural village of Savai’i who had lived his whole life in open Sāmoan style structures came with his 

wife to visit relatives living in American Sāmoa in a rented enclosed house. While visiting his 

relatives in American Sāmoa he spent much of this time sitting on the wide house veranda in part 

to benefit from the cooling breeze, but also to interact socially with various passers-by. This kind 

of engagement illustrates the Sāmoan practice of vā feāloa’i. In a new architectural setting he 

continued to behave as he would have in his open sided Sāmoan house in Savai’i. As visitors, he 

and his wife engaged in those practices more often than his relatives who had wage jobs and lived 
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in the house for a full year. Those relatives spent more of their time inside their house when they 

came home from work. Sitting on the veranda, the Savai’i chief observed numerous visitors to the 

elderly landlord of the complex. These visitors brought contributions of fine mats and other goods 

that were obviously in preparation for an upcoming event. 

 As it turned out, the event was a saofa’i (title investiture ceremony) for a brother of the 

deceased wife of the old man/landlord chief. This example demonstrates the enduring relationship 

between descent groups through marriages even after the death of one of the spouses involved. The 

visiting chief decided it was inappropriate for him to sit there on the land of this elderly chief and 

not make a contribution to the event. As renters, the Savai’i chief’s relatives were not obligated to 

contribute to the landlord’s family event, yet the power of the habitus made it uncomfortable for 

the visiting chief not to contribute. Being present at this particular place incorporated him into the 

social network and he acted accordingly because the concept of vā constituted this place in terms of 

the land, the title, house structures, spaces and people involved.  

Meanwhile, his own relatives renting the house would not have paid attention to this matter, 

except that one of them had to drive the visiting chief around the island to reconnect with various 

individuals (some relatives and other friends) with whom he who could ask for fine mats and other 

goods as part of his contribution to the landlord’s fa’alavelave. Those contributions were given to 

the landlord for the upcoming event, who responded with gratitude asserting a fictive kinship, since 

this form of help would normally be within a family. Later, after the investiture ceremony the 

landlord chief, distributed money and other items back to all those who had contributed, including 

the visiting unrelated chief from Savai’i. In addition to receiving both cash and canned goods for 

his return to Savai’i, a new social relationship was established in his network.  

The example highlights how vā and architecture are mutually constitutive in Sāmoa. The 

visiting chief’s disposition to sit in a space similar to his open air Sāmoan fale led to new 

relationships. The interaction of place and space made the visiting chief’s visit more meaningful 

and involved the material flow of goods, fine mats, money and food. The walls of the house, which 

would have been a barrier to social awareness and connections, were overcome simply by sitting 

outside on the veranda. In theoretical terms that was habitus adjusting and overcoming new 

‘objective structures’. Yet, the social behaviour did not fully overcome the barriers since his ability 

to socially interact with the interior space or with exterior spaces on the other side of the structure 

were still blocked. At the same time over time people dwelling in such a structure may change their 
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habitus, their process of dwelling in a manner that also alters social practices and in turn the 

customs of social life.  

Non-intentional consequences resulting from various types of architectural changes, 

particularly the insertion of walls and windows, were systematically researched. These impacted 

Sāmoan households and social life in numerous ways including intra and inter household modes of 

communication, sharing food and other resources, and ritualized gift exchanges. Activities 

examined across different types of architectural environments included everything from the 

supervision of children, to the sense of a matai’s authority, to the way ritual giving is performed, to 

the time spent house cleaning, were all researched. Walls, both exterior and interior, as well as 

square ends, were found to definitively impact social practices and awareness as well as a number 

of practicalities of everyday living that were easily observed, and which people also discussed. 

Some of the effects were seen positively while others negatively. This is one reason that 

households build a mixture of different types of structures, or sometimes single structures with a 

mixture of features to accommodate their needs, some of which are new within the society and call 

for more enclosed secure spaces.  

The topic of socio-cultural implications of the architectural changes was one that most 

research informants and interlocutors were very interested in and had much to say about. A variety 

of ideologies  and a nostalgic recollection of a greater social harmony in the past, contrasted with 

an expressed ideology of progress and change. Informants discussed how walls created a decreased 

sense of unity in the community, with the decreased levels of social interaction. Some people also 

reported experiences of social tensions and disharmonies in association with architectural changes, 

though some social disharmonies and conflicts could also be described as cause of such 

architectural and spatial changes as the use of walls (as well as fences).  

Even though the open sided round Sāmoan house used as the fale fono (council house) stood 

out as an icon of social harmony, people were generally reconciled to the idea that things inevitably 

change, as a ‘new reality’. Thus, traditional Sāmoan culture, including the architecture, could not 

be reproduced in the same ways as it was in the past. This idea is expressed in the Sāmoan saying, 

‘Sui faiga, ae tū mau le fa’avae’ (Change practices, but retain the foundation). This suggests that 

principles and dynamics can be perpetuated but new forms and materials may be substituted, a 

perspective that is structural in nature. It is also aligned to the concept of ‘relative autonomy’ 

discussed in Chapter VIII, which articulates how change does not necessarily impute a process of a 

‘cultural conversion’ or hybridity. Core cultural values may continue in new ways, which are not 
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equated with the foreign culture influencing the change, even if the forms and materials utilized 

represent or are even labelled with terms associated with the other culture (e.g. the Sāmoan 

falepālagi, faleapa, etc).  

However, other people in the community take a more critical view of these types of changes 

and the laissez-faire attitudes about them. For example, such individuals criticize the increasingly 

common practice in American Sāmoa of using chairs in Sāmoan ceremonies to accommodate new 

‘papālagi’ ways of sitting, as opposed to sitting Sāmoan fashion cross-legged on the floor. This is 

most particularly true when it comes to the ‘ava ceremony, where it sometimes argued that the 

adoption of chairs is needed to accommodate the comfort needs of the visitors being welcomed 

(but also sometimes the locals). However, the critique an informant gave was that this is incorrect, 

‘when in Rome do as the Romans do’. The informant continued with the comment that sitting in 

chairs creates a very different more removed sense of the ceremony. The experience of the 

collective is experienced in part through the sharing of the floor space on which everyone sits, and 

leaning against the sitting posts connects one’s social position within the group to the post as a 

member of the physical building structure. These perspectives, developed based on the physical 

senses, reflect the phenomenological understandings. 

While socio-cultural implications directly associated with the changing architecture were 

identified and studied, a larger question loomed. That was how significant were these types of 

changes to the core understanding and practice of fa’asāmoa? Were they not just sui faiga, but not 

sui fa’avae? Much of the disharmonies appeared to result from the conflicts arising between older 

more traditional values and newer ones, between communal values that put constraints on 

individualism, hoarding of wealth and developing strong attachments to possessions and newer 

adopted ones acquired through contact with western cultures that promote individualism, 

consumerism and personal possessions. So the change towards more enclosed architectural spaces 

particularly for residences does reflect some change in values and practices within the culture. 

Only when you have a set of walls around you does the space you are in become a possession that 

you can occupy. Without walls the space is continuously a relational entity across which one 

retains awareness and relationship with others. The issue of fundamental transformation versus 

secondary change (Tcherkézoff 2008) offered another means to discern the level to which 

architectural changes can be discerned as reflecting and shaping significant change in the culture. 

Perhaps here secondary change is a corollary to sui faiga, and fundamental transformation a sui 

fa’avae. Tcherkézoff contends that the perpetuation of Sāmoan cultural institutions founded in the 
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Sāmoan village, communal land tenure and the matai system provides a sense of belonging and 

identity to all members. As long as that set of relationships that helps to form the core basis for 

identity stays in tact, no fundamental transformation occurs. And yet, he does acknowledge the 

pressures excerpted towards transforming communal properties, including land and houses, into 

private property. When houses are built as private possessions and thought of as personal 

investments, even on communal lands that pressure is created, and becomes another source of 

cultural tension.  

Ethnography as Modus Operandi of both Process and Product 

Ethnography has been the modus operandi of developing insights about the 

architecture/culture relationship in this study, a modus operandi involving an intensive engagement 

with a culture and its people. The purpose of any ethnography is to systematically learn about 

various aspects of the society and culture through various techniques in order to later represent 

those understandings through description and analysis in a textual form. This can happen only if 

people in the society are willing to share information, experiences and parts of their lives with the 

ethnographer. This study has sought to understand the cultural context of architecture in Sāmoa and 

the ways in which culture and architecture intersect. That process has been represented to some 

extent in the formal presentation of the study because how understandings are developed has been 

considered as important to disclose as the final understandings themselves. The case studies 

presented were of particular importance because they represent actual people, places, events, 

causes and effects. A debt of gratitude remains to those study participants who gracefully 

participated in and assisted the study through their cooperation and openness to share. 

This ethnography, unlike some other ethnography, does not (nor could not) hide the identity 

of many of the places, people and events that it describes. Study participants understood and agreed 

to from the first day they become involved. This also, however, makes it easier to detect 

inaccuracies in the representation of events. No doubt it is expected that some specific situations or 

their dynamics are not perfectly represented or described, and the researcher apologizes in advance 

for any such misrepresentations or misunderstandings to those involved. The task of conducting 

ethnography bears a heavy burden. As much as an ethnographer attempts to accurately represent 

the whole of a culture, the resulting ethnography can only be seen, at best, to be partial, constrained 

and shaped by the ethnographer’s fieldwork circumstances, the particular experiences and people 

encountered, and the particular values and theoretical and topical interests of the ethnographer.  
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The process of research and writing has been arduous but hopefully the communities whose 

members assisted as cultural consultants will benefit. Therein lies a dual aim of the study that it 

may be read within and contribute towards local community and culture as much as by the 

international academic community. Living and working in American Sāmoa for over 13 years 

contributes towards this sentiment and aim as I have seen academic work being read and influential 

in local discourse and policy. The study explicitly did not aim to be a technical manual for 

indigenous Sāmoan architecture and its symbolic meanings and uses, as that documentation has 

already been published and can serve as a useful resource to local communities. However, this 

study can foster increased awareness about how cultural values, spatial and temporal concepts 

combined with new social realities are expressed in the changes seen in built forms and spaces and 

in the ways they are utilized. That increased awareness could influence future policies and 

architectural developments in positive ways in local communities giving people an increased sense 

of empowerment to shape their environment and the architectural and spatial ways they inhabit it.  

The broad nature of the current study meant more questions, issues and sub-topics were 

raised than could be fully investigated and analyzed. As such, any scholar interested in further 

research on the topic of Sāmoan architecture (from any disciplinary background; e.g. anthropology, 

architecture, art history, cultural studies, human geography, or sociology) reading this thesis may 

find within it a specific area of interest for further research. Likewise, they may wish to compare 

other theoretical modes by which to analyze similar ethnographic data.  

The thesis was also aims to contribute towards international academic scholarship in 

disciplines of anthropology (including archaeology), architecture human geography, and Pacific 

and Sāmoan Studies. Indeed scholarship from all these disciplines was incorporated into the study 

and scholars in these areas may find useful material here. Simultaneously, those interested and 

working in the theoretical areas of House Society, habitus, materiality, agency, phenomenology of 

space and place, cultural landscape, and The General Tā-Vā Theory of Reality also have material 

here showing particular application of that theoretical area to the architectural-social context of 

Sāmoa. That application can work towards the continued development of the theoretical area. The 

identification of convergences in the applications of the multiple theories was also designed as a 

useful endeavour for the scholarship. It is also hoped that readers from academia will find these 

convergences useful to the future development of anthropological theory, in particular, theory that 

engenders a continued development of an ‘anthropology of architecture’, in which buildings, their 

design, construction and uses, are seen as active players within socio-cultural processes.  
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                   AMERICAN SAMOA 
             COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
The Samoan & Pacific Studies Program           Department of Anthropology 
               

Research Project:  Sāmoan Architecture & Culture Change: 1940- 2004 

Participant Information Sheet for Village Case Studies 
 
Talofa! Thank you for your interest in being a participant in this study. This information sheet provides the 
written equivalent of the oral explanations introducing this project and what you can expect as a research 
participant. I, Fepulea’i Micah Van der Ryn, am conducting this research under assignment in my position as 
Ethnographic Specialist in The Sāmoan and Pacific Studies Program at American Sāmoa Community College 
(ASCC), and as part of my PhD in Social Anthropology at University of Auckland (AU), New Zealand.   

The purpose of the study is to a) learn about and describe the important role of traditional Sāmoan buildings in 
Sāmoan culture,  b) examine why and how changes in village architecture have occurred over the last fifty 
years; and c) analyze how these architectural changes are tied to other changes in the cultural life of Sāmoa . 
The field research is primarily being conducted in a few selected villages of American Sāmoa and Sāmoa in 
2004. 
 
One part of the research is the village case study component, which requires the participation of about ten 
people of several different families in selected villages of Sāmoa and American Sāmoa. Participants in this 
component will be mainly elderly people and/or household heads, who have lived through many decades in the 
village and can describe their memories of the past, with a particular focus on the physical structures of the 
family and village, their uses and changes over time. Participation will involve several sessions of a couple 
hours each wherein I will ask questions and record answers on a notebook, as well on a tape recorder or video 
camera, if permission is given.  In addition, other information as well as observations of the household’s current 
buildings, and their uses will also be sought with the aid of a camera, if permission is given. All ethical 
standards are being followed to respect the privacy and community position of participants. 

The study’s outcome will become a valuable document for future generations of Sāmoans and scholars 
interested in Sāmoan architecture, culture and history. Copies will be made available at libraries and institutions 
of higher learning in both Sāmoa and American Sāmoa. Your participation in the study is greatly appreciated, 
voluntary, and may be discontinued at any time. If you have any questions please feel free to ask me. 

CONTACT INFORMATION: 
Researcher:   Fepulea’i Micah Van der Ryn, American Samoa Community College 

P.O. Box 2609, Pago Pago, American Samoa 96799, 
Tel. (684) 699-6944 email: tatau@rocketmail.com 
In Samoa: C/O NUS, P.O. Box 5768, Apia (685) 20072 ext. 216 

Supervisors and Liaise:    
PhD Supervisor:  Dr. Okusitino Mahina, 649-373-7599 ext. 85188, o.mahina@auckland.ac.nz 
PhD Co-Supervisor  Professor Roger Neich, 649-373-7599 ext/ 84762, r.neich@auckland.ac.nz  
ASCC Supervisor           H.C. Pulefa’asisina P. Tuiasosopo, (684) 699-6944  

samoapacificstudies@yahoo.com  
Liaise in Samoa  Lau Dr. Asofou So’o, (685) 20072.  a.soo@nus.edu.ws 
 

APPENDIX A: Bi-Lingual Public Information Sheets 
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AMERICAN SAMOA 
             COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
The Samoan & Pacific Studies Program             Department of Anthropology 
               

SA‘ILI‘ILIGA: Suiga o Fauga fale ma Aganuu a Samoa : 1940-2004 
PEPA O FAAMATALAGA MO SA‘ILI‘ILIGA  I ALAALAFAGA 

 
E momoli atu le agaga faafetai i le fa‘aavanoaina o lou taimi taua mo lenei sa‘ili‘iliga. O lenei Pepa o 
Faamatalaga, o lo o faamalamalama atili ai le mataupu e pei ona faailoa atu muamua, ina ia e nofo malamalama 
ai i lou sao i lenei faamoemoe taua. O lo o faatinoina lenei sa‘ili‘iliga e le Afioga ia Fepulea‘i Micah Van de 
Ryn e le gata mo lana galuega faapitoa o le Faufautua i mataupu tau Talitonuga, o Tu ma Aganuu a atunuu 
eseese (Ethnographic Specialist) i le Kolisi Tuufaatasi o Amerika Samoa (ASCC), ae faapea fo’i mo lona 
fa‘ailoga faafoma’i i le Mataupu tau Tu ma Aganuu, po o le PhD i le Social Anthropology i le Iunivesite o 
Aukilani i Niu Sila. O le Tofā a Lau Dr.Asofou So’o o le Iunivesite Aoao o Samoa (NUS) o lo o avea ma 
faufautua mai Samoa Tuto‘atasi. 
 
O le faamoemoe o lenei sa‘ili‘iliga e: (a) a’oa’o mai ai le tulaga taua o faugafale faa-Samoa i le aganuu a 
Samoa, (e) su‘esu‘e ai mafuaaga o suiga i fausaga fale i alaalafaga i le 50 tausaga ua tuana’i; (i) iloilo ai faiā po 
o fesootaiga ma suiga o le aganuu faa-Samoa, atoa ai ma suiga o soifuaga i totonu o aiga ma alaalafaga. O le a 
faataunuuina lenei sa‘ili‘iliga i totonu o ni isi o alaalafaga i Samoa Tutoatasi atoa ai ma Amerika Samoa. O le a 
iloiloina ai foi ni eseesega e aliali mai i le va o faamaumauga mai Samoa-na-lua. 
 
O lo o faamoemoe le vaega lenei o le sa‘ili‘iliga i le sao o ni sui faatulagaina mai aiga eseese, po o ni toe 
ulutaia i totonu o alaalafaga filifilia, o e mafai ona latou faailoa mai o latou tomai atoa ai ma se silafia o fausaga 
i tausaga ua tuana’i. O le a sailia faamatalaga o fausaga a aiga, o suiga ma o latou mafuaaga. E mafai fo’i ona 
faailoa mai e sui auai fausaga na soifua ma masani ai i latou ma le fa‘aaogaga. Pe tusa o le fa itula o lo o 
faatulagaina mo ia faatalatalanoaga ae vaevae i ni vaega se lua. O lo o fia faatalanoaina sui e latalata i o latou 
aiga po o totonu fo’i o maota ma laoa ona o se mafuaaga taua. A tusa ai ma le finagalo o le sui auai ona 
fa’aaogaina lea o se masini pu’e leo, pe pu’eina fo’i ni ata o maota po o laoa i le vitio, ma faamaumau o latou 
aoga ma fa‘aaogaga. O lo o uia e lenei Sa‘ili‘iliga ala e tatau ai e malu puipuia ai sui auai. 
 
O ni fa‘aiuga o nei sa‘ili‘iliga o le a avea ma faamaumauga taua aua tupulaga o lo o fai mai atoa ai ma le au 
su’esu’e e fiafia i fausaga fale faa-Samoa, o aganuu ma talafaasolopito o le Atu Samoa. O le a tau‘aaoina atu ni 
kopi o fa‘ai‘uga o lenei sa‘ili‘iliga i faletusi, iunivesite po o kolisi maualuluga i totonu o Samoa e lua. Avea ia 
lenei avanoa e toe faafetaia ai lou sapasapaia o lenei faatalauula atu. E faailoa atu ai foi, o lou auai po o lou 
faamaamulu mai i lenei sa‘ili‘iliga e i lau faitalia, ma e aunoa ma se totogi. A i ai ni isi fesili faamolemole 
faafesoota’i Fepulea’i le tuatusi ua taua i lalo.  
 
TUATUSI MO FESOOTAIGA : 
Ali’i Su‘esu‘e :  Fepulea‘i Micah Van Der Ryn,, Kolisi Tuufaatasi A Amerika Samoa 

P.O.Box 2609, Pago Pago, American Samoa 96799.   
Tel. (684) 699-6944 email : tatau@rocketmail.com 
Samoa : c/o NUS, P.O.Box 5768, Apia (685) 20072 ext 216 

Ta‘ta’i & Faufautua : 
PhD Ta‘ita‘i :  Dr.Okusitino Mahina, 649 – 373 7599 ext. 85158, o.mahina@auckland.ac.nz 
PhD Ta‘ita‘i Lagolago:  Professor Roger Neich, 649 – 373- 7599 ext. 84762, r.neich@auckland.ac.nz 
ASCC Supervisor :  H.C Pulefaasisina P Tuiasosopo, (684) 699-6944, samoapacificstudies@yahoo.com 
Faufautua i Samoa : Lau Dr.Asofou So‘o,  National University of Samoa(685) 20072, a.soo@nus.edu.ws     
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AMERICAN SAMOA 
             COMMUNITY COLLEGE                   Department of Anthropology 
The Samoan & Pacific Studies Program       
                  

Research Project:  Sāmoan Architecture & Culture Change: 1940- 2004 

Participant Information Sheet for Master Builders 
 
Talofa! Thank you for your interest in being a participant in this study. This information sheet provides the 
written equivalent of the oral explanations introducing this project and what you can expect as a research 
participant.  I, Fepulea’i Micah Van der Ryn, am conducting this research under assignment in my position as 
Ethnographic Specialist in The Sāmoan and Pacific Studies Program at American Sāmoa Community College 
(ASCC), and as part of my PhD in Social Anthropology at University of Auckland (AU), New Zealand.   

The purpose of the study is to a) learn about and describe the important role of traditional Sāmoan buildings in 
Sāmoan culture,  b) examine why and how changes in village architecture have occurred over the last fifty years; 
and c) analyze how these architectural changes are tied to other changes in the cultural life of Sāmoa . The field 
research is primarily being conducted in a few selected villages of American Sāmoa and Sāmoa in 2004. 

On part of the study will focus on master builders, their knowledge and experiences. Sāmoan architecture is an 
important and unique part of Sāmoan cultural heritage, and is world renown for its beauty as well as usefulness. 
This research joins others’ efforts to document this heritage for future generations. Other researchers have also 
documented aspects of the building tradition, but there are additional topics, which I wish to discuss with you. I’d 
also like to have the opportunity to observe and document the building process. It would be a true honor to spend 
several days with you, learning from you about your experiences and about your work as a master builder. This 
will make the study much better. With your permission I would also like to video tape some of our discussions 
and take some shots of the construction of traditional Sāmoan buildings. 

The outcome of the study will become an important document for future generations of Sāmoans and scholars 
interested in Sāmoan architecture, culture and history. Copies will be deposited at libraries and institutions of 
higher learning in both Sāmoa and American Sāmoa. Your contribution is voluntary, may be concluded at any 
time, and is greatly appreciated. If you have any questions please feel free to ask me. 

__________________________________________________________________________
_ 
CONTACT INFORMATION: 

Researcher:  Fepulea’i Micah Van der Ryn, American Samoa Community College 
P.O. Box 2609, Pago Pago, American Samoa 96799, 
Tel. (684) 699-6944 email: tatau@rocketmail.com 
In Samoa: C/O NUS, P.O. Box 5768, Apia (685)20072 ext. 216 

 
Supervisors and Liaise:    
PhD Supervisor:  Dr. Okusitino Mahina, 649-373-7599 ext. 85188,  o.mahina@auckland.ac.nz 
PhD Co-Supervisor  Professor Roger Neich, 649-373-7599 ext/ 84762, r.neich@auckland.ac.nz  
ASCC Supervisor           H.C. Pulefa’asisina P. Tuiasosopo, (684) 699-6944  

samoapacificstudies@yahoo.com  
Liaise in Samoa  Lau Dr. Asofou So’o, (685) 20072  a.soo@nus.edu.ws 
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AMERICAN SAMOA 
             COMMUNITY COLLEGE               Department of Anthropology 

The Samoan & Pacific Studies Program      

SA‘ILI‘ILIGA: Suiga o Fauga fale ma Aganuu a Samoa : 1940-2004 
PEPA O FAAMATALAGA MO SA‘ILI‘ILIGA MO MATUA-O-FAIVA 

 
E momoli atu le agaga faafetai i le faaavanoaina o lou taimi taua mo lenei sa‘ili‘iliga. O lenei Pepa o 
Faamatalaga, o lo o faamalamalama atili ai le mataupu e pei ona faailoa atu muamua, ina ia e nofo malamalama 
ai i lou sao i lenei faamoemoe taua. 
 
O lo o faatinoina lenei sa‘ili‘iliga e le Afioga ia Fepulea‘i Micah Van de Ryn e le gata mo lana galuega faapitoa 
o le Faufautua i mataupu tau Talitonuga, o Tu ma Aganuu a atunuu eseese (Ethnographic Specialist) i le Kolisi 
Tuufaatasi o Amerika Samoa (ASCC), ae faapea fo’i mo lona fa‘ailoga faafoma’i i le Mataupu tau Tu ma 
Aganuu, po o le PhD i le Social Anthropology i le Iunivesite o Aukilani i Niu Sila. O le Tofā a Lau Dr.Asofou 
So’o o le Iunivesite Aoao o Samoa (NUS) o lo o avea ma faufautua mai Samoa Tuto‘atasi. 
 
O le faamoemoe o lenei sa‘ili‘iliga e: (a) a’oa’o mai ai le tulaga taua o faugafale faa-Samoa i le aganuu a 
Samoa, (e) su‘esu‘e ai mafuaaga o suiga i fausaga fale i alaalafaga i le 50 tausaga ua tuana’i; (i) iloilo ai faiā po 
o fesootaiga ma suiga o le aganuu faa-Samoa, atoa ai ma suiga o soifuaga i totonu o aiga ma alaalafaga. O le a 
faataunuuina lenei sa‘ili‘iliga i totonu o ni isi o alaalafaga i Samoa Tutoatasi atoa ai ma Amerika Samoa. O le a 
iloiloina ai foi ni eseesega e aliali mai i le va o faamaumauga mai Samoa-na-lua. 
 
O fauga fale faa-Samoa o se vaega taua ma le faapitoa o lo tatou tofi faa-le-aganuu ma ua lauiloa i le lalolagi 
ona o le matagofie ma le aoga. O le a faaopoopo lenei sa‘ili‘iliga i faamaumauga a ni isi o le au su‘esu‘e aua 
tupulaga o lo o fai mai. Ua i ai ni isi faamaumauga ua mae‘a ona tusitusia e faatatau i lenei mataupu taua, ae o 
lo o i ai ni isi manatu e fia lagā. E valuvalusia ai a‘a o le fau mo se avanoa e molimau ma faamaumau ai le 
faatinoga o lenei galuega taua. O se fa‘aeaea maualuga mo a‘u lou talia o lenei talosaga mo se avanoa e 
mata‘ituina ai lou alofaiva. O le a tele sona sao e faaleleia atili ai lenei sa‘ili‘iliga. A tusa ai ma lou finagalo ona 
fa’aaoga lea o se masini e pu’e ai ni vitio o talanoaga ma ni ata o fauga fale faa-Samoa. 
 
O ni fa‘aiuga o nei sa‘ili‘iliga o le a avea ma faamaumauga taua aua tupulaga o lo o fai mai atoa ai ma le au 
su’esu’e e fiafia i fausaga fale faa-Samoa, o aganuu ma talafaasolopito o le Atu Samoa. O le a tau‘aaoina atu ni 
kopi o fa‘ai‘uga o lenei sa‘ili‘iliga i faletusi, iunivesite po o kolisi maualuluga i totonu o Samoa e lua. Avea ia 
lenei avanoa e toe faafetaia ai lou sapasapaia o lenei faatalauula atu. E faailoa atu ai foi, o lou auai po o lou 
faamaamulu mai i lenei sa‘ili‘iliga e i lau faitalia, ma e aunoa ma se totogi. A i ai ni isi fesili faamolemole 
faafesoota’i Fepulea’i le tuatusi ua taua i lalo.  
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_ 
TUATUSI MO FESOOTAIGA: 
Ali’i Su‘esu‘e :  Fepulea‘i Micah Van Der Ryn, Kolisi Tuufaatasi A Amerika Samoa 

P.O.Box 2609, Pago Pago, American Samoa 96799 
Tel. (684) 699-6944 email : tatau@rocketmail.com 
Samoa : c/o NUS, P.O.Box 5768, Apia (685) 20072 ext 216 

Ta‘ta’i & Faufautua : 
PhD Ta‘ita‘i :  Dr.Okusitino Mahina, 649-373-7599 ext. 85188, o.mahina@auckland.ac.nz 
PhD Ta‘ita‘i Lagolago:  Professor Roger Neich 649-373-7599, ext. 84762,  r.neich@auckland.ac.nz 
ASCC Supervisor : Pulefaasisina P Tuiasosopo, (684)699-6944, samoanpacificstudies@yahoo.com 
Faufautua i Samoa : Lau Dr.Asofou So‘o, National University of Samoa, (685)20072, a.soo@nus.edu.ws   
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Research Project:  Sāmoan Architecture & Culture Change: 1940- 2004 

Participant Information Sheet for Government Employees 
 
Talofa! Thank you for your interest in being a participant in this study. This information sheet provides 

the written equivalent of the oral explanations introducing this project and what you can expect as a research 
participant.  

I, Fepulea’i Micah Van der Ryn, am conducting this research under assignment in my position as 
Ethnographic Specialist in The Sāmoan and Pacific Studies Program at American Sāmoa Community 
College (ASCC), and as part of my PhD in Social Anthropology at University of Auckland (AU), New 
Zealand.   

The purpose of the study is to a) learn about and describe the important role of traditional Sāmoan 
buildings in Sāmoan culture, b) examine why and how changes in village architecture have occurred over the 
last fifty years; and c) analyze how these architectural changes are tied to other changes in the cultural life of 
Sāmoa . The field research is primarily being conducted in a few selected villages of American Sāmoa and 
Sāmoa in 2004. 

Government departments that work with or collect information from the public in areas that relate to 
housing, such as statistics/census offices, housing permits and loan agencies, lands and survey, or government 
aid programs for rebuilding after hurricanes, can provide valuable background information for this study. In 
addition, individuals of these departments may have relevant work experiences and observations, which the 
researcher would be interested and most grateful to learn about. Up to an hour of your time for this purpose 
would be most appreciated. This research follows ethical standards, and you, as a participant will not be quoted 
unless consent is given. 

The study’s outcome will become a valuable document for future generations of Sāmoans and scholars 
interested in Sāmoan architecture, culture and history. Copies will be made available at libraries and institutions 
of higher learning in both Sāmoa and American Sāmoa. Your participation in the study is greatly appreciated, 
voluntary, and may be discontinued at any time. If you have any questions please feel free to ask me. 

__________________________________________________________________________
_ 

CONTACT INFORMATION: 

Researcher:  Fepulea’i Micah Van der Ryn,  American Sāmoa Community College 
P.O. Box 2609, Pago Pago, American Samoa 96799, Tel. (684) 699-6944 
 email: tatau@rocketmail.com]  
In Samoa: C/O NUS, P.O. Box 5768, Apia (685)20072 ext. 216 

Supervisors and Liaise:    
PhD Supervisor: Dr. Okusitino Mahina, 649-373-7599 ext. 85188,  o.mahina@auckland.ac.nz 
PhD Co-Supervisor: Professor Roger Neich, 649-373-7599 ext/ 84762, r.neich@auckland.ac.nz  
ASCC Supervisor : H.C. Pulefa’asisina P. Tuiasosopo, (684) 699-6944 samoapacificstudies@yahoo.com  
Liaise in Samoa: Lau Dr. Asofou So’o, (685) 20072   a.soo@nus.edu.ws 
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The Samoan & Pacific Studies Program      

SA‘ILI‘ILIGA: Suiga o Fauga fale ma Aganuu a Samoa: 1940-2004 
FAAMATALAGA MO SA‘ILI‘ILIGA MO MATAGALUEGA A LE MALO 

E momoli atu le agaga faafetai i le faaavanoaina o lou taimi taua mo lenei sa‘ili‘iliga. O lenei Pepa o 
Faamatalaga, o lo o faamalamalama atili ai le mataupu e pei ona faailoa atu muamua, ina ia e nofo 
malamalama ai i lou sao i lenei faamoemoe taua. 

O lo o faatinoina lenei sa‘ili‘iliga e le Afioga ia Fepulea‘i Micah Van de Ryn e le gata mo lana 
galuega faapitoa o le Faufautua i mataupu tau Talitonuga, o Tu ma Aganuu a atunuu eseese 
(Ethnographic Specialist) i le Kolisi Tuufaatasi o Amerika Samoa (ASCC), ae faapea fo’i mo lona 
fa‘ailoga faafoma’i i le Mataupu tau Tu ma Aganuu, po o le PhD i le Social Anthropology i le 
Iunivesite o Aukilani i Niu Sila. O le Tofā a Lau Dr.Asofou So’o o le Iunivesite Aoao o Samoa 
(NUS) o lo o avea ma faufautua mai Samoa Tuto‘atasi. 

O le faamoemoe o lenei sa‘ili‘iliga o le; (a) a’oa’o mai ai le taua/faia o fauga fale faa-Samoa i le 
aganuu a Samoa, (e) sa‘ili‘iliga o mafuaaga o suiga i fausaga fale i alaalafaga i le 50 tausaga ua 
tuana’i; atoa ai ma le (i) iloiloina o faiā po o fesootaiga ma suiga o le aganuu faa-Samoa, atoa ai ma 
suiga i soifuaga i totonu o aiga ma alaalafaga. O le a faataunuuina lenei Sa‘ili‘iliga i totonu o ni isi o 
alaalafaga i Samoa tutoatasi atoa ai ma Amerika Samoa. O le a iloiloina ai foi ni eseesega e tula’i mai 
i le va o faamaumauga mai Samoa e lua. 

O le a mafai ona maua se fesoasoani taua ma le aoga mai matagaluega a le malo o lo o galulue i le 
aoina mai o faamatalaga mai tagata lautele i mataupu tau fale e nonofo ai, fuainumera faamaumauina, 
faitau aofa’i o tagata, pemita mo fale, ofisa e nonō ai tupe, eleele ma fuagāfanua, polokalama 
fesoasoani a le malo, polokalama mo le toe fausia o faaleagaina e afā, ma ni isi faamatalaga e silafia e 
tagata ta‘ito‘atasi o ia matagaluega ma ofisa aua le faalauteleina o lenei sa‘ili‘iliga. Pe tusa ma le itula 
se taimi e faatino ai lenei sa‘ili‘iliga. O lo o uia e lenei Sa‘ili‘iliga ala tatau e malu puipuia ai sui auai. 

O ni fa‘aiuga o nei sa‘ili‘iliga o le a avea ma faamaumauga taua aua tupulaga o lo o fai mai atoa ai 
ma le au su’esu’e e fiafia i fausaga faa-Samoa, o aganuu ma le talafaasolopito o le atu Samoa. O le a 
tau‘aaoina atu ni kopi o fa‘aiuga o lenei sa‘ili‘iliga i faletusi, iunivesite po o kolisi maualuluga i 
totonu o Samoa e lua. Avea ia lenei avanoa e toe faafetaia ai lou sapasapaia o lenei faatalauula atu. E 
faailoa atu ai foi, o lou auai po o lou faamaamulu mai i lenei sa‘ili‘iliga e i lau faitalia, ma e aunoa ma 
se totogi. A i ai ni isi fesili faamolemole faafesoota’i Fepulea’i le tuatusi ua taua i lalo.  
TUATUSI MO FESOOTAIGA : 
Ali’i Su‘esu‘e :  Fepulea‘i Micah Van Der Ryn, 
    Kolisi Tuufaatasi A Amerika Samoa 

P.O.Box 2609, Pago Pago, American Samoa 96799 
Tel. (684) 699-6944 email : tatau@rocketmail.com 
Samoa : c/o NUS, P.O.Box 5768, Apia (685) 20072 ext 216 

Ta‘ta’i & Faufautua : 
PhD Ta‘ita‘i :  Dr.Okusitino Mahina, 649–373–7599 ext. 85188,  o.mahina@auckland.ac.nz 
PhD Ta‘ita‘i Lagolago:  Professor Roger Neich, 649-373-7599 ext. 84762, r.neich@auckland.ac.nz 
ASCC Supervisor :  Pulefaasisina P Tuiasosopo, (684) 699-6944, samoapacificstudies@yahoo.com 
Faufautua i Samoa : Lau Dr.Asofou So‘o, National University of Samoa, (685)20072, a.soo@nus.edu.ws   
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APPENDIX B 
Profiles of the Five Villages where 

 Case Studies were Conducted 
 

The following are synopsis of the five villages featured as ‘Case Studies’ in the 
current study, including basic information about the village, and how it came to be a part of 
this study. 
Faga’itua Village, Sua County, Eastern District, Tutuila, American Sāmoa. 

Located on a bay on the eastern less populated and less commercial side of Tutuila, 
Fagaitua, with its population of 483 people (American Sāmoa 2000 Census), is the second 
largest of Sua County’s 12 villages. Fagaitua is also the seat of the Eastern District’s 
highest-ranking Chieftain of Leiato (the title had been vacant for ten years at the time of the 
research), as well as home to the Fagaitua High School. A work-study student at ASCC, 
who knew about this research, felt his village of Fagaitua would be a good case study. He 
took the initiative to set up an interview with Anita, his 74 year aunt (his father’s cousin) in 
the village, whom he persuaded me would make an excellent informant. He remarked that 
she was in process of rebuilding her house, the first fale palagi (European style house) in 
Fagaitua, built by her father 1945. He said she had a great memory and history to record. 
With that encouragement, and finding an excellent 1930 photograph of the village. 
Through the liaison work of the student, the first visit to Faga’itua and Anita was made on 
2 June 2004. Fieldwork continued in Fagaitua periodically for the next four months through 
September, with multiple interviews and lengthy discussions with Anita and her family, 
several days mapping the village and talking with other people in the village, and 
observing/documenting their annual youth ‘Fagaitua Sāmoan Day’ festivities that takes 
place over several days in September. Fagaitua is featured as a case study most promiently 
in Chapter VI in an examination of historical agency in changes in village architecture.  

Faga’alu Village, Ma’upotasi County, Eastern District, Tutuila, American Sāmoa 
Located on a ‘v’ shaped bay just outside the entrance to the long narrow bay of Pago 

Pago harbour, in the most populated and commercial counties of Tutuila’s Eastern District, 
Faga’alu’s hosts a population of about a 1,000 people (American Sāmoa 2000 Census), 
making it the third largest village of Ma’upotasi County, whose total population is 11,895. 
Pago Pago, with its 2000 population of 4,278 is the most populous. Faga’alu is best known 
(as well as frequented) for being the location of American Sāmoa’s main hospital, the LBJ 
Tropical Medical Center. Entrée to Faga’alu was through Mr. Suaesi Tagaloa, American 
Sāmoa’s General Manager of the Building Branch of Public Works, who was interviewed 
in July 2004 to learn more about American Sāmoa’s government role in family building 
practices, through building codes and permit processes. He suggested I go see his relative 
High Talking Chief Usoagalelei T. Lano’o of Faga’alu, who had just begun a rebuilding of 
the descent group’s guesthouse. Within a week Chief Usoagalelei gave his consent to 
follow his construction project a case study, which by extension also became a family and 
village case study.  Fieldwork in Faga’alu proceeded periodically over the next nine 
months through the completion of the guesthouse, and its ceremonial opening, with 
additional follow up visits over the following year. Faga’alu is mainly featured as a case 
study in Chapter VII. 
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Leone Village, Lealataua County, Western District, Tutuila, American Sāmoa 
Leone has a history of being a prominent village of Tutuila, and is the seat of the 

western side’s Paramount Chieftain of Tuitele. With 3,568 residents, Leone village is the 
most populous of the 13 villages of Lealataua County, whose total 2000 population was 
5,684. This large population was an initial concern because it seemed too large to do the 
kind of detailed village mapping and household surveys needed for the proposed village 
case study method plan. However, after more general island-wide, village-to-village, 
counting of house types, Leone continued to be of special interest due to its relatively 
larger number of guesthouses with more traditional Sāmoan architectural design and 
construction features. The relatively larger number of well built traditional Sāmoan style 
guesthouses was an attraction. Leone became the third full village case study in American 
Sāmoa. That fieldwork began in January 2005, and continued periodically through May 
2005. The primary Leone case study participant/informant was High Chief Faiivae Apelu 
Galea’i, whom was referred by others in the village as a highly knowledgeable person, who 
would be a great help to the research. Leone village is primarily featured in Chapter VI.  

Salamumu Village, District of Gagaemauga II, Upolu, Sāmoa 
Salamumu is located on the southwestern coast of Upolu along a long broad white sand 

beach. Salamumu has two sections: Salamumu Tai (coastal Salamumu) and Salamumu Uta 
(inland Salamumu). The majority (299) of the village’s 357 people (2001 Census) live in 
Salamumu Uta for the convenience of being closer to Upolu’s round island road. Meanwhile, 
its parent village, Saleaula in the distant lava fields of northern Savaii boasts a larger 
population of over six hundred. The village became a case study because its high chief, 
Tauiliili Pemerika, who was also the chair of the Board of Higher Education in American 
Sāmoa1, requested me to take photographs in Salamumu for a book he was working on about 
his growing up in Salamumu. Several days in February 2004 were spent in Salamumu 
staying at Tauiliili’s residence, interviewing him and taking photographs. Chief Tauiliili 
Pemerika is actively working on a variety of projects to sustain a future for the people of 
Saleaula/Salamumu at that their Upolu location, maintaining his traditionally round faletele 
guesthouse in the village; the only one now remaining is a symbolic reminder of this effort. 
The majority of information collected in and about Salamumu is discussed in Chapter III. 

Sili Village, District of Palauli Le Falefa, Savaii, Sāmoa 
Sili, unlike other villages I researched, is an inland village, centred on a river on the 

southern side of Sāmoa’s big island of Savaii. A primary reason Sili was chosen as one of 
the case studies was because considerable time had already been spent in the village, as it is 
the village of my wife and her large extended family. The longer-range observations and 
experiences in the village as well as familiarity with the community augmented the 
fieldwork conducted in Sili for the research. With a 2001 population of 885, Sili’s 
population is growing, particularly in its new section located on both sides of the road that 
leads up to the village proper centred on its malae (ceremonial grounds) across the river 
from where the road ends. A suspended footbridge to cross from the road to the village 
proper was destroyed by a cyclone in 1990; no new bridge has been built, so people at the 
itme of fieldwork had to wade across to get from the original part of the village to the 
newer part.  
 

                                                
1 The Board of Higher Education overseas the activities and long range plans of ASCC (American Samoa 
Community College). 
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APPENDIX C 
Features of Sāmoan Language Structure that bear upon the  

cultural cxperience of vā as a relational property in Sāmoan life.  
 

Pronouns and Their Usage 

English has seven nominal pronouns (I, we, you, he, she, it, they). Sāmoan has many 
more pronouns than English: The main subject pronouns are shown below. 

 
Pronouns 

 Singular Dual Plural (3 or more) 

1st person a’u/’ou           I 

 

tā’ua/ tā we (inclusive) 

mā’ua/mā we (exclusive) 

tātou      we (inclusive) 

mātou    we (exclusive) 

2nd person ‘oe/’e         you 

 

‘oulua/lua    you (2) 

 

‘outou/tou     you (3+) 

3rd person ia          he, she, it lā’ua/la       they (2) lātou        they (3+) 

 
Two factors contribute to the greater number of pronouns in Sāmoan. First is the 

distinction in Sāmoan between inclusive and exclusive categories, which indicate whether or 
not the listener being addressed is included (e.g. tātou vs. mātou). The second factor is the 
distinction between the dual and the plural (three or more) (e.g. la’ua vs. latou). For these two 
examples in English there is only ‘we’ and ‘they’. Thus, the single pronoun ‘we’ in English is 
represented in Sāmoan by four pronouns  tā’ua, mā’ua, tātou, and mātou  to signify whether the 
listener is included or not and whether the group is dual or plural (three or more). In the case of 
the pronoun ‘you’ in English, no distinction is made between single, dual or plural (three or 
more). In contrast, Sāmoan makes the distinctions (‘oe, ‘oulua, ‘outou). In only one case  the 
singular 3rd person  does English make more distinctions, that is between genders (he/she) and 
between gendered and non gendered objects (it). The singular 3rd person in Sāmoan is 
represented by one pronoun  ia.  These pronoun differences suggest less emphasis in Sāmoan on 
gender and more on distinguishing between exclusive and inclusive language and between dual 
and plural (more than three).  

The larger number of pronouns in Sāmoan allows for relatively greater conversational 
specificity to identify group-ness, and to shift between the inclusive and exclusive forms that 
English does not have. In other words, it facilitates a relatively greater focus on the specific vā – 
relational dynamics being implicated in the conversation than can be achieved through English, 
a point that Shore (1982: 195) also discusses. English grammatical forms require the social unit 
to be expressed as an aggregate of constituent parts. Sāmoan forms require the social unit to be 
expressed as a primary encompassing whole with one (optional) secondary specification of a 
contextually unmarked element. For example, in English one can say, “My father and I.” but the 
direct translation O lo’u tamā ma a’u …” is stated as mā’ua (the two of us) ma lo’u tamā (and 
my father)…. The ‘mā’ua’ refers to my father and I – the primary encompassing whole. The 
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addition of ‘ma lo’u tamā’ is the “(optional) secondary specification of the contextually 
unmarked element” (ibid). The Sāmoan structure emphasizes the relationality involved. 

Shore also pointed out the standard Sāmoan practice of including oneself with the listener 
in making requests or enquiries. Requests, such as “please bring me a glass of water” are made 
as “bring our (yours and mine) cup of water” (‘aumai se tā ipu vai). While Shore argues this 
structure offers a polite form of appropriation, which in some sense it may, this structure, I 
would argue, mainly stresses the vā (or ‘the between-ness) of the speaker and listener. The ‘tā’ 
(you and I) helps create relationship between the speaker and listener in asking the question.  

Atu and Mai – Articulating the Directional Flow of Action as Exchange  
In learning the Sāmoan language one becomes acutely aware of the use of directionality 

attached to verbs describing actions between speaker and listener.  Atu (away from speaker 
towards listener) and mai (away from listener towards speaker) follows verbs to denote a 
directional flow of an action between speaker and listener, a feature the English language 
does not have. Thus, fa’atali atu means ‘I wait for you’, while ‘faatali mai’ means ‘you wait 
for me’. There is no need to put either a subject or object into the expression as these become 
implied through the atu and mai. The atu and mai can follow any verb – e.g. alofa 
(‘compassion’), savali (‘walk’), ta’u (‘tell’), etc, to denote a directional flow of action in the 
relationship between speaker and listener.  Atu and mai may also follow the word tala (‘side 
of’) as a means of giving directions of a place in reference to the listener and some other 
object. For example, “where is the house” may be answered with “tala atu le toga fa’i” (‘on 
the far side of the banana grove from wherever the listener’s position is at’). This linguistic 
feature has the affect of giving emphasis to the relational aspect of the action by denoting its 
directional orientation and flow between the speaker and listener.  
Sibling Terms 

Another linguistic feature of Sāmoan, which upon close inspection stresses the 
relational aspect of a relationship are sibling terms. Same sex siblings are given one term 
“uso” (e.g. two brothers or two sisters call themselves uso with respect to each other). 
However, a boy calls his sister tuafafine, and she calls him her tuagane. A male is uso to his 
male siblings, but tuagane to his female siblings. A female is uso to her female siblings and 
tuafafine to her male siblings. Clearly this usage emphasizes the relational aspect of the 
relationship (same gender, or cross gender), which does not occur in the English language 
with the terms brother and sister. 

Prefix fe and suffix a’i to produce reciprocity of action- Suggesting Social Space 
In his Sāmoan English Dictionary Milner (2003, xxxiv) defines the use of the suffix a’i 

as “a class two suffix denoting reciprocal dynamics of the root”.  This reciprocating dynamic 
of the action created by a’i suffix denotes a production of qualities constitutive of social space 
(that is the binding between-ness or vā of things and people). The fe in front gives the action a 
multiplicity, a sense of reverberation between people. For example, ave means ‘to take’. Va’ai 
is to see, and feva’aia’i refers to the act of looking at each other. Lagolago means to ‘to 
support’ and felagolagoa’i means mutual cooperation within a group. Pule means authority. 
Fepulea’i refers to a reverberating multiplicity or mutually held authority, though it can also 
refer to a single person whose authority reverberates into multiple activities. In effect, the fe 
and a’i transforms the verb action into a qualified social space defined by that activity 
occurring between and amongst people in a reciprocating manner.  



 343 

  
Appendix D 

Terms Referencing Social Relationships and Behaviours 
Vāfealoloa’i, Fe’āva’i and Tapua’i  

Milner (2003, 306) defines vāfealoloa’i as “rules of behaviour and etiquette”. The root in 
fealoaloa’i is alo, the front smooth side of something. To be polite or courteous in Sāmoa is to 
be fa’aaloalo. Thus, fealoa’i (singular) or fealoaloa’i (plural) denotes the reciprocating acts of 
politeness as one moves about in face-to-face interactions, interactions that always involve a 
vā (or space between). Similarly, fe’āva’i refers to mutual respect by using the reciprocal of 
avā (Pratt 1960, 139). 

Le Tagaloa (2003, 49) defines tapua’i as the “worship of God for the good of someone else”. 
This ‘worship’ may sometimes involve what an outside observer sees as the ‘passive’ 
participant in events and activities (sitting and watching). Those who are not directly involved 
in the undertaking ideally should show their support through tapua’i, which is seen to help the 
success of the event. This again expresses the active, complementary and relational dimension 
of what might be seen by a westerner as ‘not doing anything’.  

Endeavours, such as construction of a church or guesthouse, a communal fishing, or the 
ceremonial bestowal of important matai titles, involve a formal gathering of chiefs or other 
people to tapua’i together. That gathering is called the tapua’iga (The suffix ‘ga’ turns the 
verb into a noun), and often occurs in a designated guesthouse of a village, separate from the 
main activity. Because tapua’i is considered a valuable and productive activity (particularly 
when matai are among the participants), Sāmoans see the need to reciprocate in kind for that 
service, when the tapua’iga is conducted on behalf of a particular group, such as a village 
descent group, building their guesthouse, or preparing for a matai title installation. The 
reciprocity takes the form of food, fine mats, cooked pigs, and other food items presented to 
those matai in the tāpua’iga, who always gather in a separate guesthouse or area of the 
village.2  
Feagaiga: 
A key type of relationship that demands fa’aaloalo is feagaiga. The word, feagaiga holds the 
double meaning of covenant, and a sacred form of vā, also called vā tapuia, which contains 
vā and tapu, the later being a term denoting both taboo and sacred, meaning it is taboo 
because it is sacred. In other words the binding nature of the vā within a feagaiga is 
considered extremely strong, but requires a respectful separation in space (social and 
physical). Two of the most discussed feagaiga in Sāmoan society are the sister/brother 
relationship, and the church minister/church congregation relationship (the polite term for 
minister is fa’afeagaiga). Ali’i and the tulāfale are also said to be paired in a feagaiga, based 
on their complementary roles within Sāmoan custom (Shore 1982, 216-18). The root of 
feagaiga is feagai, which means, “to face each other”, attributing a spatial attribute to the 
social relation.   
 

                                                
2 In one particular saofa’i I documented in American Sāmoa, the installation of the paramount title almost got 
blocked due to the neglect of the family chiefs to present a fa’aaloaloga’ (a polite presentation of gifts and food) 
to the matai in the tapua’iga.  
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Teu le vā and Tausi le vā,  
 Teu le vā’ and tausi vā (cognate to the Tongan tauhi vā 3) are two closely related social 
behaviours in Sāmoan thought, and key expressions in Sāmoan culture. Of these two, only teu 
le vā in Sāmoa has been extensively written about (e.g., Shore 1982:137; Allen 1993:153, 
Duranti 1997: 343; Mageo 1998: 81; Wendt 1999: 402). Teu exists in itself as a noun to refer 
to a floral arrangement, and as a verb to mean, “to put in order, make look pleasant” (Milner 
2003, 262). Teu le vā thus carries the meaning of repairing a relationship to make it pleasant, 
or even beautiful to experience. Teu le vā, literally to ‘adorn (or in some sense to fix) the 
space between’ (in relationships), has in Sāmoa been described as a moral and 
epistemological axiom, a Sāmoan equivalent to the Western axiom of ‘know thy self” (Shore 
1982, 137).  
On the other hand tauhi vā has been extensively written about in Tongan contexts, as 
chronicled by Ka’ili (2008, 20-22). Tauhi vā is not only a linguistic cognate to tausi vā, but 
also its conceptual equivalent. However, as tausi vā, also an important concept, has so far not 
been discussed in the literature on Sāmoa, Ka’ili, working in the Tongan context, only 
compares ‘teu le vā’ with tauhi vā. The point here is that tausi vā (rather than teu le vā) is 
really the Sāmoan equivalent to tauhi vā. Thus, it should be of interest to contrast the nuanced 
differences of teu le vā with tausi le vā, as well as to better understand how they point to a 
complex set of different cultural practices with the same underlying concepts.  Care has to be 
taken not to “essentialize a vast range of complex cultural practices in terms of one or two 
words” (Duranti 1997:342-343) 
Teu le vā also has a variety of specific manifestations in social contexts. For example, the 
social action of teu le‘āiga specifically refers to the redistribution of a chief of an extended 
family of the remaining wealth after an exchange ceremony. For example, if a family has a 
title investiture ceremony for one of their members, a large collection of wealth (fine mats, 
money, cloth, and other foods and goods are collected) for the exchanges and distributions. 
After all this is complete, the chief and his supporting family will have a undoubtedly have 
some left over amount, which he then uses to ‘teu’ his ‘āiga (family), whereby he 
redistributes these fine mats, money, food and other gifts among those close family members 
who contributed to the event, a form of internal reciprocity within the family.  

In another example, an informant told me that ‘teu lau nofo’ (tend to your sitting), which I 
heard often being said by parents to children, was a kind of teu le vā. Independent of this 
informant explanation, I later read Duranti (1997:13) citing his own fieldwork observations 
wherein he heard the phrase in a Sāmoan home of southern California, and subsequently 
asked himself, “Can a relationship (vā) be contained, represented, enacted in the act of 
sitting?” (Duranti 1997:13). The answer to that question is a resounding ‘yes’. The act of ‘teu 
lau nofo’ literally ‘embodies’ the more general notion of teu le vā. 
In discussing the difference between teu le vā and tausi le vā with informants, it was learned 
that teu le vā refers to specific and particular actions taken to improve (make beautiful, adorn, 
fix etc) a relationship, more specifically the ‘space between’ that constitutes the relationship, 
while tausi le vā refers more to on-going maintenance and nurturing of relationships. Tausi 
means “1. To take care of, to nurture. 2. To observe, to keep, as a command” (Pratt 1960, 
304). Its noun form, tausiga is the primary responsibility of the matai to those who tautua 
(serve) to him, that is the matai observes and cares for those of the extended family who serve 

                                                
3 Tauhi Vā is the subject of Tevita Ka’ili’s Anthropology PhD Dissertation wherein he defines the term as the 
Tongan Art of Creating Socio-Spatial Relationships. 
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him, and is responsibility to also maintain peace within the family. Some ‘unemployed’ matai 
(in Independent Sāmoa) when asked what their occupation was and had been, replied it was, 
‘tausiga o le ‘āiga’ whereas ‘unemployed’ taule’ale’a (untitled men) in answering the same 
question would reply ‘tautua’. The complementary reciprocal dynamic relationship between 
tautua and tausiga is important feature of the traditional worldview and way of life. Tausi le 
vā thereby refers to how relationships are nurtured and maintained over the long term, 
whereas teu le vā refers to specific actions taken to make people feel good (and appeased) in 
their relationships at specific times. 
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APPENDIX E 

 
Various Modern Sāmoan Adapted Fale Forms 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Plate 1: Traditional 
Samoan residential 
house on the Manono 
Island using only 
local materials. 
Breadfruit tree in 
foreground.  
 

Plate 2: A semi-
traditional 
residential 
faleāfolau  in 
Aleipata district, 
eastern Upolu, 
incorporating a mix 
of indigenous and 
imported materials. 
A television and 
other family 
consumer 
possessions are 
visible inside. The 
surrounding tall 
shrubbery suggests 
its residential status 
and shields interior 
space from strong 
sunlight, while also 
offering increased 
privacy. 
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Plate 3: A faleapa in 
Fagaitua village, 
Tutuila, temporally 
being used as residence 
by a family of the 
village who has just 
returned from living in 
Hawaii for a number of 
years. Cement posts, 
milled lumber and 
metal roofs. 
 
Photo by author 2005 
 

Plate 4: A modern style 
faleāfolau serving as the 
‘living room’ or reception 
room. The attached 
enclosed falepapālagi off 
rear holds a kitchen and 
bedrooms of the family. 
Roofing on front is 
mostly thatch, and it uses 
local trees for the posts. 
Upolu, Samoa. 
Photo by author 2005 
 

 

Plate 5: A newly 
constructed 
guesthouse in 
eastern village of 
Tutuila, shows a 
highly modernized 
version of a 
faleāfolau built of 
completely 
imported materials 
with a small, 
enclosed annex 
attached at the rear 
Photo by author 2005 
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Plate 6: Malae and guesthouses in Pava’ia’i, Tutuila. Visible are four faleapa, a faleāfolau with 
residential falepapālagi attached, and a adapted type of faletele with ‘widow’s peak in centre. The 
church is visible at far left. Behind each guesthouse is a residential house. Photo by author 2005 

 

 

Plate 8: A faleāfolau guesthouse in Pava’ia’i, the oldest guesthouse structure in the village, 
associated with the village’s highest-ranking ali’i title. This day was the occasion of the funeral of the 
High Chief, Tuana’itau, the reason that the posts are wrapped in fine mats, and fine mats are going 
through a process of collection inside the house. The open tent set with chairs and tables will be used 
for visiting groups who come bearing gifts for the occasion, creating an exchange between the 
interior and exterior spaces. Photo by author 2005 

 

Plate 7: Two more 
guesthouses of Pavai’ai 
on opposite (seaward side 
of road): Top: a modern 
form of faletele associated 
with the high talking chief 
of the village.  

 
Photo by author 2005 
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