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Diagram 1: 

 

Western “linear” thesis form 

 

Introduction and literature review ⇒ Methodology ⇒ Results ⇒ Analysis and 

conclusion 

 

Diagram 2: 

 

Moana “circular” thesis form: Showing Moana “currents and eddies” of Talanoa 

 

 
 

I have therefore structured the writing of this thesis to mirror, as much as is possible 

(in a Western written format) the Moana circular patterns found in Moana ideas, 

concepts and practices. In general whilst I have to some extent accommodated a 

Western approach by separating issues into different chapters, there are substantial 

differences in how the material is organised. The literature review for instance, is 

interwoven in discussion form (talanoa form) throughout the thesis, rather than being 
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at the beginning as is the case for many Western theses. It also means that each 

chapter begins with a proverb and poetry, followed by an introduction woven into a 

discussion (talanoa form) rather than a simple introduction at the beginning of each 

chapter.  Even my research findings are organised in a discussion form (talanoa form) 

rather than the linear “conclusive” form found in typical Western theses. In other 

words any “results” are not presented in this Western “summary and conclusion” 

style, but in statements that are designed to open to further talanoa. I believe that this 

style is more typical of Moana research, where there is never intended to be a final 

conclusion per se, but rather, a return to an ongoing talanoa (discussion). In the 

highly socialised cultures of the Moana and in an ever-changing Moana environment, 

this generates an appropriate knowledge base, because it is both open to continual 

social refinement as well as flexible environmentally sensitive development. Whilst 

development and change are also an expectation in Western scientific approaches, it is 

my opinion that they represent an approach that is both materialistic and more fixed 

and one that affords a more linear style and expectation, and where patterns of 

introduction-research-conclusion are the norm. 

 

Bearing all this in mind, the following is how this thesis is generally laid out: 

 

Following the general “talanoa” of this chapter, in chapter 2, I give an history of the 

imposition of Western ideas, concepts and practices in Moana research and make a 

case for a re-evaluation of any and all research that is based in these Western ideas, 

concepts and practices.  

 

In chapter 3, I discuss and analyse the development of Moana theoretical approaches. 

 

In chapter 4, I discuss and analyse the development of Moana methodological 

approaches. 

 

In chapter 5, I discuss and analyse the importance of choosing appropriate language in 

Moana research. 

 

In chapter 6, I discuss and analyse my research on Faiva in the context of an 

appropriate language choice. 
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In chapter 7, I exemplify and discuss the differing sorts of insights into Faiva that 

research based in a Moana paradigm yields.  

 

Finally in chapter 8, I return to the general tenet of this thesis with a discussion and 

analysis of the importance of the issues raised by this thesis and of developing and 

establishing an appropriate Moana paradigm for Moana research. 
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Chapter 2: 
 

Tu’ui ta’efakakava 
 

Making the presentation of pigs at a funeral without kava. 
 

A prescribed task tends to loose its cultural meaning when it is done in an 
inappropriate manner.  (Māhina, 2004a:121) 

 
 

Exploring the Need for a Re-evaluation of Western Ideas, Concepts and 
Practices in Moana Research 

 
 

Tangaloa  
 

The sun on high 
Looked down from the sky 

The celestial eye did see 
And so by the north breeze 

He whispered through the leaves 
Of the great toa tree 

Tangaloa tantalized by 
Nature’s beauty 

Ilaheva hoihoifua Vaʻepopua 
 

Tangaloa came down, 
Without his crown, 

A disguise to socialize 
With Tonga’s beauty Queen 

He did toil in the soil 
By planting the Royal seed 

In the place of Mohenga 
Tangaloa ‘Eitumatupu’a 

And Vaʻepopua 
Born of Maama and Langi 

A son of great beauty 
‘Ahoʻeitu 

 
And so the strands of Royal Faiva 
Intertwined with Heavenly desirer 

But oh! What jealousy did, conspire 
Brothers five, with no Maama ties 

Ahoʻeitu broken and torn 
By brothers treacherous scorn 

Tangaloa did mourn, until the dawn 
When ‘Ahoʻeitu was then, reborn 

 
(A faiva taʻanga for ʻOkusitino Māhina, by Helen Ferris-Leary 2010) 
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Early meetings between Westerners and indigenous cultures were from the beginning, 

seen as a “civilized versus savage” scenario, with little or no possibility being allowed 

for genuine and equal sharing of world-views. Linda Smith describes the situation:  

 
The significance of travelers’ tales and adventurers’ adventures is that they 
represented the Other to a general audience back in Europe which became 
fixed in the milieu of cultural ideas. Images of the ‘cannibal’ chief, the ‘red 
Indian, the ‘witch’ doctor, or the ‘tattooed and shrunken’ head, and stories 
which told of savagery and primitivism, generated further interest, and 
therefore further opportunities, to represent the Other again. Travelers’ stories 
were generally the experiences and observations of white men whose 
interactions with indigenous ‘societies’ or ‘peoples’ were constructed around 
their own cultural views of gender and sexuality. Observations made of 
indigenous women, for example, resonated with views about the role of 
women in European societies based on Western notions of culture, religion, 
race and class. (Smith 2005:8) 

 

Indigenous peoples were generally seen as ignorant, superstitious heathens, and 

hardly more than animals living a primitive lifestyle. Indigenous world-views were 

unquestionably seen as inferior, and the majority of Westerners adopted a self-

righteous and self-fulfilling superior attitude when it came to the Indigenous peoples 

they encountered. As an example of a typical attitude, in 1859 A.S.Thompson stated: 

The faculty of imagination is not strongly developed among them, although they 

permitted it to run wild in believing absurd superstitions (Thompson 1859:82). 

 

In fact, most Westerners unquestioningly assumed there was a need to “improve” the 

“savages” who confronted them in their God-sanctioned enterprise of colonizing and 

civilizing the world, and set about “educating” them to live in a more “civilized” 

manner or simply exterminating them. Along with the usual Western invasion and 

exploitation then, there was often a concurrent history of “development” with both 

spiritual and educational programs forming an integral part of imperial and colonial 

infrastructures.  

 

In reality, this “development” was often no more than a blatant program of 

Indigenous cultural annihilation, through re-naming, re-interpreting and conceptually 

re-structuring everything to fit with a Western cultural world-view. This not only 

made it more familiar for Westerners, but further facilitated and consolidated the 
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concurrent imperialistic and colonial agendas. Most commonly, the aforementioned 

spiritual and educational agendas were explicit in their Westernizing intent, requiring 

not just Western curriculums along with scripture study, but also the banning of 

anything “native” including and most notably, the speaking of Indigenous languages. 

In New Zealand, according to Bruce Biggs, the Native Schools Amendment Act of 

1871 provided for the establishment of village schools and for the instruction in 

English only:  

This marked the beginning of the policy of prohibiting the use of Māori in the 
schools, with the aim of replacing Māori by English as the language not only 
of the school but of all situations. Māori language became the ‘enemy”, and 
generations of school-children were chastised for speaking the language 
learned at the mother’s breast. Teachers were explicitly discouraged from 
learning to speak Māori themselves on the grounds that it would lessen their 
efficiency as teachers of English. The Education Department declared total 
war on the Māori language. (Biggs 1968:74) 

 

Western colonization then, was never just about the simple exploitation of physical 

resources, but always included the governance of indigenous populations and 

“colonization of the indigenous mind” so to speak.1 This served not only to “civilize 

the savage” but also to profoundly infiltrate the cultural infrastructures and deeper 

psychology of indigenous peoples, with the “Western way”. For instance Linda Smith 

states:  

When confronted by the alternative conceptions of other societies, Western 
reality become reified as representing something ‘better’, reflecting ‘higher 
order’ of thinking, and being less prone to the dogma, witchcraft and 
immediacy of people and societies which were so ‘primitive’. Ideological 
appeals to such things as literacy, democracy and the development of complex 
social structures, make this way of thinking appear to be a universal truth and 
a necessary criterion of civilized society. (Smith 2005:48) 

 

Without spending more time on the unfortunate historical aspects of this, it is enough 

to point out, whilst this agenda has changed somewhat in its modus operandi, it has 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 For many indigenous peoples the major agency for imposing this positional superiority over 
knowledge, language and culture was colonial education. Colonial education came in two basic forms: 
missionary or religious schooling (which was often residential) followed later by public and secular 
schooling. Numerous accounts across nations now attest to the critical role played by schools in 
assimilation of colonized peoples, and in the systematic, frequently brutal, forms of denial of 
indigenous languages, knowledges and cultures. Not all groups of indigenous peoples, however, were 
permitted to attend school – some groups being already defined in some way as ‘ineducable’ or just 
plain troublesome and delinquent. Furthermore, in many examples the indigenous language was used 
as the medium of instruction and access to the colonizing language was denied specifically. This policy 
was designed to deny opportunities to participate as citizens. (Smith 2005:64) 
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not entirely gone away. In fact, this ideology, or the “Westernizing” of others, and its 

ethnocentric presentation as some form of “development” is still inherent and to be 

found in many modern development and aid programs in so called “third world” 

countries. 

 

Whilst a difference in cultural values has been at the root of the conflict between 

Westerners and their Indigenous counterparts and whilst this is not entirely 

unexpected, it is unfortunate for modern research that Westerners always formalized 

their ethnocentricity in a way that saw indigenous peoples as having no science, no 

academic traditions, and no real knowledge or history.2 The lack of Western style 

technology was also seen as a “lack of civilization” in indigenous peoples and further 

evidence that Westerners were not just more “civilized” but also “superior.”3 Even 

indigenous languages were classed as a less developed and a more primitive form of 

speech.4 Combined with imperial and colonial agendas,5 these sorts of attitudes led to 

an extensive history of unfortunate events for indigenous peoples, in most cases 

culminating in a rapid and traumatic end to an indigenous way of life. 6 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 According to Memmi, the fact that indigenous societies had their own systems of order was 
dismissed through what he referred to as a series of negations: They were not fully human, they were 
not civilized enough to have systems, they were not literate, their languages and modes of thought were 
inadequate. (Memmi 1991:83) 
 
3 Westerners have usually classified non-Westerners who have obvious, elaborate technologies as more 
evolved or sophisticated than non-Westerners who do not have such technologies. Tangible art, writing 
systems, and mechanical gadgets, however alien in form, seem familiar in concept and are easier to 
value than are intangible social products. (Urciuoli 1995:206) 
	  
4 Cf. Tregear 1891, Williams 1844, 1871 
	  
5 Although much has been written about the development of trade and the role of traders and trading 
companies in imperialism, including the role of indigenous entrepreneurs in the process, the indigenous 
world is still coming to grips with the extent to which the ‘trade’ of human beings, artifacts, curios, art 
works, specimens and other cultural items has scattered our remains across the globe. The term ‘trade’ 
assumes at the very least a two-way transaction between those who sold and those who bought. It 
further assumes that human beings and other cultural items were commodities or goods and were 
actually available ‘for sale’. For indigenous peoples those assumptions are not held. From indigenous 
perspectives territories, peoples and their possessions were stolen, not traded. (Smith, 2005:89) 
	  
6 As Fanon and later writers such as Nandy have claimed, imperialism and colonialism brought 
complete disorder to colonized peoples, disconnection them from their histories, their landscapes, their 
languages, their social relations and their own ways of thinking, feeling and interacting with the world. 
(Smith 2005:28) 
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What is often not recognised is that these same attitudes, and particularly the idea that 

“Western way is the only way” is an idea that is still common today. In fact, the 

current global agendas including education and the expansion of markets for products, 

and a concurrent emphasis on science and technology and technological advancement 

are all framed and dominated by Western ideas, concepts and practice. In the face of 

the current Western domination of the global economic and political realities, many 

Indigenous peoples now find themselves and their cultural values under assault from 

all sides and from within. In many cases it is more and more difficult for many 

indigenous people to keep a realistic perspective on what is and isn’t important, and 

particularly, on what is and isn’t of value.  

 

Whilst Western culture has always presented itself as more developed due to its 

seeming sophistication through technology and science, it is a serious mistake to 

assume this is, or ever equated with anything more than what it is, that is; a Western 

imposition.7 It is important to realize in this case, that science and technology, and the 

product driven materialism they so often serve, is only an outcome of a culture that 

chose that particular path. Whether this choice was made through historical necessity 

or otherwise, in reality it says only that it is different compared to other cultures. 

Whilst Westerners themselves certainly saw indigenous cultures without an array of 

sophisticated technology as being primitive, Western researchers also proceeded to 

study them as some form of relic, living in the modern world. Apart from the obvious 

racial overtones in such a scenario, it is important to realize, that Western based 

research has in many cases institutionalized these same assumptions and agendas. 

Whether this was itself part of some colonial or imperial agenda, or whether it was 

carried out with the idea that such research would shed light on their own distant past, 

Western researchers certainly contributed to the idea that technological superiority 

also meant cultural and even personal superiority.8    

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Cf. Edward Said’s conceptualization of Orientalism and the historical and imperialistic re-definition 
of the “orient” and imposition and establishment of ideas of Western superiority through the late 
1800’s and early 1900’s (Said 2003)  
	  
8 One of the supposed characteristics of primitive peoples was that we could not use our minds or 
intellects. We could not invent things, we could not create institutions or history, we could not imagine, 
we could not produce anything of value, we did not know how to use land and other resources from the 
natural world, we did not practice the ‘arts’ of civilization. By lacking such virtues we disqualified 
ourselves, not just from civilization but from humanity itself. In other words we were not ‘fully 
human’; some of us were not even considered partially human. (Smith 2005:25) 
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In contrast to this, if we are to adopt a more appropriate approach to research then, it 

is important to begin with the understanding that all cultures are modern cultures, 

equally evolved but with different perspectives and agendas. Many indigenous 

cultures for instance, adopted a world-view which was not so materialistic. Their 

evolution as a consequence was not in technology per se, but in other, perhaps more 

humanistic ways. Dimensions of indigenous cultures that are best described as 

“functional”, “philosophical” and “poetic” as well as “social”, “spiritual” and 

“ecological” are in many ways so incredibly rich and sophisticated as to rival the best 

of Western technology. That this had not been fully recognised, nor clearly stated in 

indigenous research, is because of a long history of Western dominance in this area, 

with researchers being so pre-emptively Western in their approaches and thinking, or 

so un-sophisticated in these more highly evolved indigenous social dimensions, or 

both, that they simply failed to recognise what was laid out in front of them.9  

 

In Tonga for instance, my own research has indicated that Faiva (see chapter 7), far 

from being a simple phenomenon, is more typical of the highly evolved and 

integrated social phenomena found in many Indigenous cultures. Not only is it multi-

faceted and interwoven with other social phenomena, its nature is deeply 

epistemological and functional, making its meaning both implied as well as flexible 

across varying circumstances. As with many other similar indigenous phenomena, an 

understanding of Faiva does not come from what it may look like on the surface, but 

from an understanding of how it is interwoven within its social and historical 

contexts. Such phenomena are always deceptive, appearing somewhat simple, but in 

reality being well beyond any crude compartmentalization or simplistic linear 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
9 As Māhina for instance states: To forcibly impose one culture and language over another is to merely 
see the imposed culture and language in terms of the imposing culture and language, where the former 
is displaced by the latter (Hauʻofa 1983, 1993; Helu-Thaman 2005; Manuʻatu 2000). Consequently, we 
witness the emergence of highly problematic theories as postmodernism, poststructuralism, feminism 
and structural-functionalism of the rationalistic, relativistic and evolutionistic sorts, disfiguring rather 
than freely presenting the true nature of Moana cultures (Hauʻofa 1975, 2005; Māhina 1999a, 2008b). 
(Māhina 2009e:12) 
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understandings that may be imposed by some alien mind-set, or the Western scientific 

research that has traditionally been applied to them.10  

 

Moana language itself is just such an example. My research has suggested that Moana 

“words” are themselves built on highly evolved and refined concepts and, like Faiva, 

are holistically and functionally interwoven with deeper ontology and epistemology 

giving, as Edward Tregear first pointed out in 1890, a “complex simplicity” to both 

their use and flexibility of meaning across varying contexts. In reality, as in the case 

of Faiva, Moana “words” often exhibit an enormous amount of sophistication and 

underlying implication and interconnections that exist, both ontologically and 

epistemologically.11 My research indicated that the underlying holistic and social 

content of Moana language, both in the arrangement, and in the relations of “words” 

and their meanings or implications, and their intersectional construction and 

integration with an underlying Moana ontology and epistemology, in many respects 

makes the sophistication of Moana language unimaginable and unapproachable from 

the usual Western paradigm involving as it does, specific meanings of words built on 

their roots and grammatical rules or categories such nouns, adjectives, verbs and so 

on. 

 

Today, even when indigenous researchers themselves carry out research in their own 

cultures, they most often do so from a background of Western academic training, and 

under the auspices of Western academic institutions. In the academic world generally, 

and in areas of indigenous research specifically, “good theory”, “good methodology”, 

“good research”, “good science” is almost by definition, Western. In this regard for 

instance, there is a general and widespread assumption that good scientific research 

should be based on the empirical and material, rather than (from a Western 

perspective) more esoteric or intangible aspects of the world. The modern tendency 

towards ethnographic styles of research in indigenous cultures for instance, with its 

emphasis on an empirical approach, often entirely misses the underlying 

sophistication of many indigenous cultures.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Paul Spencer for instance states: Venda music creates a special world of time that extends from the 
living to the dead and the world of the spirit, and makes them more aware of society as a system of 
active forces. (Spencer 1985:14) 
	  
11 Cf. George Grace’s 1987: The Linguistic Construction of Reality. 
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In terms of indigenous theoretical and methodological perspectives then, a Western 

paradigm is problematic not just because it is a very one-sided approach, but because 

of its pervasiveness. Even though there is an increasing amount of research being 

carried out from a more indigenous perspective, there is still the tendency to frame 

everything in covert Western perspectives, resulting in an unintentional simplification 

of indigenous complexity and a furthering of Western cultural underpinnings. This 

has, and continues to result in an unfortunate situation where research and the results 

of research, is full of what can only be described as “foundational misunderstandings” 

on the part of many Western trained researchers.12  

 

In other words, most Western based research at some point, either re-interprets, 

compares, equivalences or reframes indigenous cultural aspects into some Western 

category or other, in a process that often overlooks or even ignores whole dimensions 

that are non-Western, especially in many of the more sophisticated indigenous 

dimensions, or in more esoteric areas, where the intangible tends to be overlooked or 

ignored because it is (from a Western perspective) subjective and therefore 

unscientific. Even when research of indigenous spiritual or other esoteric cultural 

practices does occur, these too are most often pre-conceptualized and re-interpreted 

from an ethnocentric Western perspective, conceptualizing them as “shamanistic” 

practices full of  “superstition,” or as “primitive” or “original forms of religion” 

(where religion is conceptualized in a Western way), or forms of “witchcraft” or 

“magic.” Because of these sorts of ethnocentric presumptions, in reality such 

approaches have proved to be less than empirical, and more like exercises in 

imposition. In the end, this sort of “colonization through research” so to speak, 

combined with the preclusion or omission of any real alternative, can only inhibit 

genuine indigenous research to the point that, even now, the knowledge found in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Many examples of this can be found in: Britton 1976; Buckland 1999; Burridge 2006; Hart 1997; 
Hinton 1973; Jowit et al. 1990; Kaeppler 1967, 1967b, 1972, 1983, 1983b, 1985, 1987, 1993, 1993, 
1994, 1995; Kennedy 1931; Moyle 1987, 1993, 2002; McLean 1981, 1995, 1999; Merriam 1974; 
Moulin 1979, 1989; Poort 1975; Radakovich 2004; Reynolds 1990; Shennan 1981; Spencer 1985; Van 
Zile 1976, 2004; Velt 1991, 2000, 2004, 2007. 
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indigenous cultures is being systematically reinterpreted, reframed, and redefined in 

Western terms.13  

 

However one wants to view it, it is clear that good research should be, to some 

degree, an exploration into the unknown. What is perhaps less clear, is that “exploring 

the unknown” is a process that does not look kindly on those who would pre-

emptively direct it. In fact those who begin their journey with alien assumptions and 

agendas, inevitably fail at arriving in those unknown places. In other words research, 

especially research in other cultures, is like navigating a boat to new and unseen 

place. If a researcher makes the mistake of directing it, using only their own existing 

cultural maps and references, they tend to arrive only in familiar places, or if those 

places are indeed new, they tend to recognise only what they already expected to find 

there.  

 

The simple fact is, even if a researcher considers themselves to be a passive observer 

rather than an active director in their research, employing Western theoretical and 

methodological approaches, and framing their thinking using Western terms, cannot 

help but direct their research in all sorts of undesirable, and self-deluding ways.14  

 

In contrast to a Western “mechanical, three-dimensional, lineal, intellectual and 

materialistic” understanding and a “time and space” which is compartmentalized into 

past, present and future, for instance, indigenous Moana cultural expression tends to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Referring to her “Decolonzing Methodologies” book, Smith states: One of the problems discussed in 
this first section of this body is that the methodologies and methods of research, the theories that 
inform them, the questions which they generate and the writing styles they employ, all become 
significant acts which need to be considered carefully and critically before being applied. In other 
words, they need to be ‘decolonized.’ Decolonization, however, does not mean and has not meant a 
total rejection of all theory or research or Western knowledge. Rather, it is about centering our 
concerns and world views and then coming to know and understand theory and research from our own 
perspectives and for our own purposes. (Linda Smith 2005:39)  
	  
14 According to Urciuoli: Outside observers are far more likely to perceive the isolated bits that might 
fit into their own classification systems than they are likely to recognize a continuous system. This 
presents a fundamental problem of cross-cultural understanding. But what happens when the observer 
is more privileged than the observed? Representation is always political, mediated by those in a 
position to do so. In the worlds touched by Euro-American history, the mediators, often academics, are 
trained normative modes of representation’ investigation and publication are subject to approval by 
legitimating public institutions and private agencies. None of this is exactly news to anthropologists, 
sociologists, or historians, but the resultant intellectual and social baggage is very hard to sort out. We 
can see only what we see. The “facts’ that fit the hegemonic scheme of representation become 
officially visible; everything else fades. (Urciuoli 1995:200) 
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be based in a “functional, multi-dimensional, fluid, emotional, and spiritual” 

indigenous “time and space” or “tā” and “vā” as the Tongans would conceptualize it, 

engendering the notion that the “past” is also the “future” and the “present” is only a 

point of negotiation between the future and past.15 For instance ‘Okusitino Māhina 

states: 

 
Epistemologically, tā and vā are organized in Tonga in plural, cultural, 
collective, holistic and circular modes, as opposed to their arrangement in 
singular, techno-‐teleological, individualistic, atomistic and linear ways in the 
West (Anderson 2007; Māhina 2004a, 2004c). There is realism, criticism and 
aestheticism beneath the Tongan conception, in contrast to the Western 
conceptualization informed by idealism, evolutionism and rationalism. In 
Tonga, it is thought that, concurrently, people walk forward into the past, and 
walk back into the future, where the allegedly unchanging past and 
indefinable, yet-‐to happen future are historically altered and culturally ordered 
in the tensional, ever-‐moving present (Hau’ofa 2005; Māhina 2008b; Trask 
2000). (Māhina 2010f) 

 

As consequence, there are inherent limitations in Western approaches to researching 

many cultures and certainly in researching Moana cultural forms of expression such 

as those found in Tonga, Samoa, Hawaii, Aotearoa and all other Moana cultures. Yet 

historically research in the Moana has almost exclusively been the realm of 

Westerners. If a researcher fails to recognise this and instead, carries out their 

literature review believing they will be “standing on the shoulders of giants” by 

following existing research to discover new and different things, they will be defeated 

before they even start. This was certainly the case when reviewing literature to do 

with my own research on Tongan Faiva and, instead of a solid foundation upon which 

I could build, I found nearly all the existing literature to abound in Western 

reinterpretation, misinterpretation, and foundational errors caused by Western 

equivalencing and pre-emptive assumptions.  

 

This sort of problem is not to be understated, and many otherwise excellent 

researchers, both Western and Indigenous, have fallen victim to its reality. In other 

words if we want to discover new things, we cannot and should not paint pre-emptive, 

familiar or predetermined scenes on the insides of our spectacles.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 The Tongan words for the past is kuongamuʻa, literally meaning “age-in-the-front”, present 
kuongaloto, literally meaning “age-in-the-middle” and future kuongamui, literally “age-in-the-back” 
(Hauʻofa, 2000; Ka`ili, 2007; Māhina, 2008b; Māhina & Nabobo-Baba, 2004d). 
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In fact, if Moana research is to develop in any positive direction and yield a more 

appropriate approach then, it is only through the adoption of a more appropriate 

paradigm right from the very beginning. If Moana theory allows a researcher to 

conceptualize their research in Moana ways, Moana methodology can also allow a 

researcher to prepare and carry out their research in a way that is not only culturally 

appropriate, but will allow their results to emerge in an appropriate Moana way. For 

instance, when speaking of the Moana methodology of talanoa16 (“discussion leading 

to consensus”) in research, Timote M. Vaioleti says:  

 
Potentiality is a cultural aspect of Talanoa. It allows people to engage in social 
conversation which may lead to critical discussions or knowledge creation that 
allows rich contextual and inter-related information to surface as co-
constructed stories. However, in research it is more than just potentiality. In a 
good Talanoa encounter, noa creates the space and conditions. Tala 
holistically intermingles researchers’ and participants’ emotions, knowing and 
experiences. This synergy leads to an energizing and uplifting of the spirits, 
and to a positive state of connectedness and enlightenment (see mālie in 
Manuʻatu, 2002). It is the new knowing that has been missed by most 
traditional research approaches (Vaioleti, 2006) 

 

That this has proved to be born out in my own research, is testament to the idea that, 

at least as far as the Moana is concerned, it is only if we always remain open to 

possibilities, do not pre-empt, pre-judge or preconceive what something is from a 

Western perspective, that along the way we will not only be able to find our way more 

clearly, but we will not have blinded ourselves before we arrive. In other words, the 

adoption of an appropriate paradigm, gives a researcher the best possible chance of 

both arriving in the richness of a hitherto unknown place, and also the ability to 

understand if and when they arrive. In fact, it was only when I went out of my way to 

avoid Western assumptions in my Moana research and only then, that I began to catch 

a glimpse of the deeper and truly sophisticated nature of Faiva. 

 

Unfortunately today, much of what is in reality just a Western cultural view of the 

world, is not seen as just one culture’s conceptual construct but rather, reality itself. In 

other words, the sort of simplification and mass re-interpretation we see in indigenous 

research, comes from a type of “ethnocentric indexing” of everything, as if a Western 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 See also Halapua 2000, 2000b, 2007, 2008; Otsuka 2006. 
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perspective is some sort of ultimate truth rather than what it itself is, namely; a 

culturally constructed world view. In other words, what is only one culture’s world-

view has been adopted as “the reality” against which everything else is to be set “in 

reality”.17 

 

This is extremely problematic in research and creates enormous complexity in both 

the theoretical and methodological. In many cases this Western paradigm not only 

goes unnoticed and unquestioned, but forms a kind of mind-set that acts as a 

researchers perpetual frame of reference which in itself, makes it very difficult to “get 

outside the box” so to speak.  

 

In practical terms then, in Moana research a re-evaluation needs occur on both the 

level of the Western concepts, ideas and practice in which Moana research has so 

often been embedded (background or field), as well as the specific theoretical and 

methodological approaches (foreground or subject) chosen to carry out the particular 

work.18  

 

To exemplify and explain how this can work in practice, let us consider studies 

involving indigenous “dance-like” expression and the extensive use of Western 

“equivalencing” in research generally. This is particularly relevant to my thesis as one 

of the common misconceptions introduced by Western researchers of Tongan Faiva, 

and particularly of faiva haka, faiva hiva, faiva taʻanga, is that these are dance, music 

and poetry respectively, when in fact dance, music and poetry are Western concepts19 

and, whilst these may share some superficial “look-alike” similarity they are 

conceptually different.  

 

For the past thirty-five years, I have had an extensive professional career as a dancer, 

choreographer and teacher of dance. During this time I travelled widely and lived 

amongst people in many different cultures. In each instance, I took time to study the 

indigenous “dance” I found there. Throughout this time, I became increasingly aware 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Cf: Smith 2005. 
 
18 See discussions in chapters 3, 4 and 5 of this thesis 
 
19 Cf. Kaeppler, 1967, 1972, 1978, 1983, 1985, 1993, 1994, 1995; Moyle 1987, 1991, 1993. 
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that these indigenous “dances” were in fact only superficially “dance-like” and were 

far more than simple performances, dances, or forms of entertainment, because they 

contained an enormous amount of deeper symbolism and non-Western ontological 

and epistemological content.  

 

In the case of Faiva, in Churchward’s Tongan-English Dictionary, it is said to mean 

“work, task, feat, or game, etc., requiring skill or ability; trade; craft; performance, 

play, drama, item (at a concert, etc.); entertainment; film, moving picture” 

(Churchward, 1959:23). Adrienne Kaeppler on the other hand simply translates Faiva 

as “skill” (Kaeppler 2007:65), so faiva haka for instance, becomes “skilled dancing”. 

Like many attempts to translate indigenous cultural concepts into English, Faiva is 

actually difficult to define by equivalencing it to various Western concepts even its 

more specific forms like faiva haka. If we are to carry out research on what Faiva 

actually is then, we need to avoid pre-empting it with Western meaning in this way.  

 

In fact, the issue of Western “equivalencing” in general, is extremely problematic in 

research and many Western researchers have fallen victim to seeing cultural “music-

like” expression as just “music”, or “dance-like” expressive forms as just another 

“dance”, or “song-like” expression as just “music” and so on. In fact, in many 

Indigenous cultures many of these outward expressions are often part of something 

far removed from the Western concepts of  “music”, “dance” and “songs”, and may 

enter areas that in the West would better be described as “history”, “sociology”, 

“education”, “art”, “poetry”, “literature”, “politics”, “health”, “psychology” and so 

on. 20 

 

Kabini F. Sanga states for instance that, “among the Tikopia people, key historical 

knowledge is danced and sung, rather than being told as a story.” (Sanga 2004:46)  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20	  As Brenda Farnell discovered: And then it happened; like Saul on the road to Damascus, it suddenly 
dawned on me that what I was writing down was what I thought they were doing – I had no way at all 
of knowing what they thought they were doing. In other words, I was busy interpreting and making 
judgements about the meanings of their body movements and their uses of the performance space 
entirely according to my own language and culture…I preface this chapter with what are now rather 
embarrassing aspects of my ‘personal anthropology’ because I continue to encounter similar 
misconceptions among would-be researchers about what kinds of knowledge and skills are required to 
understand dances and other systems of body movement in their cultural context.  (Farnell, 1999:146)	  
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In other words, many Indigenous forms of expression are better left as only “dance-

like”, “music-like”, or “song-like” because in reality, they are not dances, music or 

songs per se, but may be parts of a formal pedagogy, or may embody important 

religious rites and ceremonies, or may be parts of initiations, or processes of health 

and healing, or may even serve important mythological, psychological or social 

functions, that are far removed from the conceptualization, or function of dance, 

music or songs in the West.  

 

In reality, both generally and particularly in research, it becomes important that we 

make a conscious effort to avoid calling such things dance, music or song (or any 

other Western term) in non-Western cultures, because of the powerfully pre-emptive 

effects that such Western conceptualizations and their epistemological underpinnings 

can produce. 

 

For instance, John Blacking states: 

 
Movement, dance, music, and ritual can usefully be treated as codes of human 
communication on a continuum from the nonverbal to the verbal. All four 
modes can express ideas that belong to other spheres of human activity: social, 
political, economic, religious, and so on. What is anthropologically interesting 
about dance and music is the possibility that they generate certain kinds of 
social experience that can be had in no other way, and that they constitute a 
link between the behavioral and biological aspects of movement and the social 
and cultural aspects of ritual. Perhaps, like Levi Strauss’s ‘mythical thought’, 
they can be regarded as primary modeling systems for the organization of 
social life, so that we should look to dance and music for the more 
fundamental explanations of ritual. (Blacking, 1985:64) 

 

Whilst it is clear that Blacking is aware that the “dance”, “music” and “ritual” he is 

referring to, have much deeper content, it is also clear that the statement itself 

imposes a very Western vision of things, simply by using words like dance, music, 

ritual, political, economic, religious and so on. I cannot help but wonder at the 

possibility that important understandings of an indigenous world view has been 

missed somewhere between the Western concepts of “movement, dance, music, and 

ritual” being “usefully treated as codes of human communication on a continuum 

from the nonverbal to the verbal” and them being “primary modeling systems for the 

organization of social life”. Indeed if a researcher was to go into an indigenous 

environment armed with these Western conceptual pre-emptions, or theoretical and 
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methodological approaches based on them, it is hard to see them ever extracting 

themselves intellectually from that influence. 

 

Whilst there is actually a relative lack of serious academic studies in indigenous 

“dance-like” expressions,21 there are profound and on-going misunderstandings to be 

found throughout indigenous research in this area. Whilst the word “dance” has some 

obvious descriptive value, it is also, as already mentioned, a Western defined and 

framed concept that carries with it a whole raft of associated Western cultural 

assumptions and expectations. This is not only extremely misleading in 

conceptualizing research but may in many situations also represent a substantial 

factual error. Strathern for instance points out that the Melpa have no general term 

corresponding to the word ‘dance’ (Strathern 1985:120).  

 

Whilst one is left wondering about the difficulties of translational “equivalents”, and 

what Strathern is referring to when he says there is no concept equivalent to “dance,” 

this of course does not mean that there are no “dance-like” expressions in these 

cultures that may easily be miss-construed as “dance” by a researcher. 

 

Adrienne Kaeppler for instance, also states that in many societies there is no 

indigenous concept that can adequately be translated as ‘dance’ (Kaeppler 1985:92), 

and further that: 

 
Western notions tend to classify all such movement dimensions together as 
‘dance’, but culturally it would seem more appropriate to analyze them more 
objectively as movement dimensions of separate activities. The concept 
‘dance’ may be masking the importance and usefulness of analyzing human 
movement systems by introducing a western category (Kaeppler 1985:92) 

 
Yet Kaeppler has consistently approached her research on Tongan faiva haka22 as 

some form of Tongan “dance,” showing that even a researcher with considerable 

insight, may not be able to climb out of their own Western paradigmatical foundation 

and resulting theoretical and methodological constructions. This sort of Western 

paradigm then makes it nearly impossible to accommodate real and actual differences 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Historically most anthropologists have not shown a particular interest in “dance”. Cf. Spencer 1985. 
 
22 See Kaeppler 1967, 1967b, 1972, 1983, 1983b, 1985, 1987, 1993, 1993, 1994, 1995. 



	  

	   35	  

in cultural perception without resorting, as Kaeppler has done, to rather tenuous and 

accommodating expressions such as “poetry in motion” (Kaeppler, 1993).  

 

In many cross-cultural situations then, even when a researcher uses appropriate 

indigenous terminology, they continue to conceptualize indigenous “dance like” 

expressions as “dance.” This leaves their approach firmly fixed in an over-arching 

Western dance framework, and their theoretical approach, methodology and analysis 

of results, is completely distorted, with un-discussed and un-resolved Western 

epistemological underpinnings.  

 

In all these respects, it is clear that such distortions are being introduced, simply by 

the inappropriate use of English vocabulary associated with a Western paradigm. In 

other words, the case of seeing Indigenous “dance-like” expression as “dance” may be 

interpreted as a very real form of vocabulary induced ethnocentricity. 

  

When a researcher carries out research within his/her own culture, there is the usual 

amount of research problems to consider. Beyond problems of deciding on an 

appropriate terminology, the epistemological underpinnings of vocabulary, is not 

usually one of them. When in a different culture however, it can become one of the 

single most important problems a researcher faces. If not addressed, vocabulary can 

become, not only an insidious and completely unrecognized agent of ethnocentricity, 

but one that completely undermines every other aspect of that research.  

 

Unlike other more obvious forms of ethnocentricity however, the power of 

vocabulary induced ethnocentricity, lies in the difficulty of even seeing it. This is 

especially true if it is utilized and framed within a Western paradigm that has also 

been applied methodologically and theoretically from the outset.  

 

In my own literature review on Faiva, I have found that this is not a small or 

infrequent problem. Even when researchers are specifically aware of deeper cultural 

meanings and implications, and even when they state that a cultural expression is 

quite different from Western concepts, they may continue to conceptualize and talk 

about it as if it was the same. In the case of indigenous “dance-like expressions” for 

instance, even when a researcher points out unique non-Western features, they may 
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still proceed to discuss it as “dance”, “entertainment”, and a “show” complete with 

“dancers” and “audience”, “choreography”, “costumes”, “music”, “singing”, 

“rhythm” and so on. Needless to say, each and every one of these terms, like the word 

“dance” itself, embodies specific and often inappropriate Western paradigmatical 

underpinnings. This leads to research that is a confusing mixture of valuable insight 

into Indigenous expression on the one hand and Western dance terminology and 

conceptualization on the other.23  

 

The point that I wish to emphasize is this: When something looks superficially similar 

to something Western, and when an English “label” has been applied to it, it no longer 

“looks” similar but “becomes equivalent” in actuality. In other words it has been 

effectively placed inside a Western paradigm. This situation is not only confusing but 

can continue to effect a researchers mind so strongly, it becomes very difficult to 

change, or “get out of the box” so to speak, even when findings from their research 

indicate something entirely different. 

 

Whilst it is clear that a researchers intent in the use of the word may be seen as a 

purely descriptive, or simply as an attempt to communicate to their English speaking 

audience, in the end, I argue that such non-specified definition, and the unqualified 

use of Western vocabulary in general, is often inappropriate and should be 

approached with extreme caution when studying or carrying our research in any 

indigenous culture.  

 

When speaking of the form of faiva haka called lakalaka for instance, Adrienne 

Kaeppler states the following: 

 
Danced socio-political statements are some of the house posts of the Tongan 
value system constructed by that most important builder of values, Queen 
Sālote. The construction of values through the selection of historical and 
cultural information can be found throughout the Tongan artistic system and 
each genre pinpoints specific values. Lakalaka in both movement and dress 
illustrates these values as well as the importance of Queen Sālote in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Many examples of this can be found in: Britton 1976; Buckland 1999; Burridge 2006; Hart 1997; 
Hinton 1973; Jowit et al. 1990; Kaeppler 1967, 1967b, 1972, 1983, 1983b, 1985, 1987, 1993, 1993, 
1994, 1995; Kennedy 1931; Moyle 1987, 1993, 2002; McLean 1981, 1995, 1999; Merriam 1974; 
Moulin 1979, 1989; Poort 1975; Radakovich 2004; Reynolds 1990; Shennan 1981; Spencer 1985; Van 
Zile 1976, 2004; Velt 1991, 2000, 2004, 2007. 
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construction of the cultural and political agenda of the nation heightened by 
emotion-bearing nostalgia. Deification of the past, performed in the present, 
created through dance and dress, shapes socio-political ends through the 
selection of historical and cultural information by those with authority to do 
so. Tongan lakalaka serve as frames for painting socio-political metaphors 
that encourage present-day Tongans to preserve old aesthetic forms while 
evolving these traditions into the modern world. (Kaeppler 2005:166)  

 

Even though Kaeppler clearly and correctly identifies the strong socio-political and 

metaphoric content of faiva haka here (of which the lakalaka is part), not to mention 

traditional aesthetic content, she persists in reducing these as being simply transmitted 

in some form of representative “dance”. The point here, is that Kaeppler should be 

referring to the role that faiva haka (or in this case lakalaka) plays in Tongan society, 

rather than presenting it as being some form of “dance.” The inclusion of the Western 

concept of “dance” in the above statement is both unnecessary and misleading.  

 

In reality the sort of conceptual conflict Kaeppler tries to resolve in the above 

statement, cannot be so easily overcome. In this case the concept of a “danced socio-

political statement” seems to stretch the imagination somewhat. Leaving aside my 

own fantasies of politicians trying to dance their statements in Parliament, if Tongan 

lakalaka is as Kaeppler paints it, one of the “house-posts of the Tongan value 

system,” or even if it is a “frame for painting socio-political metaphors that encourage 

present-day Tongans to preserve old aesthetic forms while evolving these traditions 

into the modern world,” then one must surely ask the question if such a powerful 

cultural process is in any way related to the Western concept that is induced by the 

word “dance”. Even if Westerners were to utilize dance as part of their expression in 

these forms (which they usually do not), these things would not be referred to as 

dance or part of dance, but rather, would be allocated to a more appropriate field of 

study such as Sociology, Political Studies, Education, and so on. Just as soldiers 

marching into battle to a drumbeat is not usually seen as a “dance” in the West, 

“dance-like” indigenous expressions should not be so readily classified either.  

 

The point I am making here, is that once a particular word from another culture 

induces its conceptual imagery in a researcher’s mind, this kind of “pre-emptive 

distortion by naming” is very difficult to get rid of. Even when indigenous researchers 

are involved in researching their own culture, foreign words may be used without 
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realizing their conceptual content. Worse still, indigenous informants may use English 

words like “dance” to describe “dance-like” expression, not because they are, but 

because the informant thinks that a Western researcher will not understand anything 

else. Sadly this kind of apparent affirmation from an indigenous informant can only 

consolidate and perpetuate any misconceptions that the hapless researcher began their 

research with. 

 

In actuality, I found from my own literature review that almost without exception, 

current research about forms of Indigenous “dance-like” expression is firmly and 

unquestioningly rooted with these sorts of Western conceptual underpinnings. 24 

 

In fact, as mentioned previously, the study of Indigenous “dance-like” expression, 

having been historically ignored by anthropologists, is now in danger of becoming 

almost universally accepted as belonging to the field of “dance scholarship.” A 

proliferation of Western dance based research models in indigenous cultures, can only 

further contribute to a growing body of unsound academic “knowledge” in the area. I 

have no doubt that such a trend will continue, and that anything in Indigenous cultures 

vaguely resembling what Westerners refer to as a “dance” will become increasingly 

researched from this perspective. Because of the relative importance of the body and 

body movement as forms of expression in Indigenous cultures, this will inevitably 

mean that a great deal of unique indigenous cultural material and insight, will become 

further infiltrated with Western assumptions and pre-emptive conceptualizations and 

erroneous  conclusions. 

 

In reality, doing research on even relatively simple indigenous cultural phenomena, 

often leaves a researcher questioning their frame of reference. If a researcher is 

approaching their subject using a Western paradigm, they are often left asking: Is it 

art, is it performing art, is it psychology, is it philosophical, is it sociological or socio-

political, is it religious, is it economic, is it educational and so on, or is it something 

entirely new. The inconvenient truth is that even simple indigenous phenomena, may 

be complex interwoven examples of all of these Western things in varying amounts in 

differing situations, and may only be understood in their own context. In other words, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Ibid. 
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many indigenous phenomena, whilst they may superficially appear as something 

Western, should not be directly equivalenced to any Western concept. If this is not 

fully appreciated, a researcher may inevitably be mislead, or be prejudiced to such an 

extent, that important elements are completely misunderstood or lost entirely. 

 

In this respect, even the Western scientific tendency to categorize, compartmentalize 

and specialize, and to fit everything into a Western paradigm raises the question of 

whether or not the holistic nature of many indigenous expressions can be 

conceptualized at all, let alone approached from a Western methodological or 

theoretical perspective.25  

 

Carrying out cross-cultural research therefore, requires a lot of careful thought. In my 

view, this does not mean that a Western researcher cannot use their own language, 

(such as English) as the primary medium for descriptively communicating their 

research, but does mean that the unquestioned use of their own vocabulary, as some 

unspecified translation of what a researcher sees as an equivalent material reality in 

another culture, will most certainly raise inherent problems not only 

methodologically, but theoretically, philosophically, conceptually and analytically.  

 

In the case of using English language for instance, it is important to keep to the role of 

English as a strictly descriptive tool and not a definitive one. In other words, a 

researcher should not approach their research with “dictionary in hand” so to speak, 

and should resist what sometimes amounts to an overwhelming temptation to assign 

Western “equivalents” pre-emptively. Instead, a researcher should adopt an attitude 

that they may not know what something is, even when it seems obvious. In many 

research situations the initial phase of research usually begins with a literature review. 

Unfortunately, in the case of my research on Faiva, I found much of the existing 

literature to comprise of research embodying the very faults under discussion. This 

meant that the early part of my research was made up of trying to reconcile the 

literature with the indigenous realities. This also meant that I was forced to try to sort 

out this confusion, before I could even consider the main intent of my own research. 

Of course the idea that the existing body of literature was misleading, or that I would 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Cf. Nisbet et al. 2001 
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have done better to do my literature review after my research, may sound somewhat 

back to front, or even problematic in terms of the usual process in Western research, 

but is an important point and one that needs to be emphasized here.  

 

In Kabini F. Sanga’s previous example of the Tikopia people, where key historical 

knowledge is danced and sung, rather than being told as a story (Sanga 2004:46) for 

instance, the “dancer” or “singer” is in reality not either of these things, but rather a 

“teacher” and the situation would be best described in English as a “school” not a 

“dance show” nor “concert”. Even though this may also not be entirely accurate 

because of Western ideas contained in a Western approach to teaching, it may at least 

be close enough to allow a more appropriate approach and better insight and 

understanding. If we are truly to embark upon a journey of discovery in the area of 

any indigenous expression then, it is not just important to adjust “how we think about 

things” in English, but also how our English vocabulary may unwittingly define our 

theoretical and research perspectives.  

 

Unfortunately, many of these issues are not identified, nor addressed in the current 

literature. Rather, there appears a proliferation of explanations, some very insightful, 

but in reality leading to a plethora of further complexities and confusion within the 

same old Western paradigm.  

 

In short, if we are to do good research in non-Western cultures and if we are to use the 

English language as our basic language, it is important to remove as much as possible, 

any inappropriate agents that may influence our thinking. In this regard it should be 

clear by now that English itself can be the main agent by which pre-emptive 

terminology and concepts may enter our thinking, unless we exercise appropriate 

caution. In other words, whether a researcher is Western or Indigenous, a researcher’s 

own language should not be used in researching another culture, without recognizing 

its ability to pre-empt and distort fundamental concepts or even the definition of 

material things in that other culture. Whilst this does not preclude the use of one 

language to describe things in another, I believe that this should only be done with a 

fundamental respect for how they are already defined or conceptualized in the culture 

in which they belong.  
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In the case of indigenous research then, where Western researchers approached things 

on the basis of what those things looked like in the West, and where those things were 

then treated as if they were in fact things like “dance”, “poetry” or any some other 

Western category, there is substantial grounds for skepticism. In my experience for 

instance, the majority of Moana research suffers from these problems and 

demonstrates results and conclusions that are at times, entirely Western.  

 

In this regard, whilst we should not totally dismiss the wealth of anthropological, 

historical and significant amount of Western based cross-cultural insights, we do need 

to be careful, not only about what they may mean, but also about the assumptions they 

were built on.26 In fact the merit (or otherwise) of all research, must in the end, rest 

almost entirely on the foundations upon which it was built.  

 

Historically, not only was most anthropological/social research on indigenous Moana 

cultures, carried out within the rigors of an exclusive Western paradigm, but it has 

also transitioned historically through a number of Western theoretical paradigms from 

early functionalism, structural-functionalism, post-structuralism, to postmodernism 

and so on. In this case, we should not be deluded into thinking that this history is one 

of development and refinement, without ever once questioning the foundations upon 

which it was built. This is not to say that there has not been some concerted attempt at 

addressing the numerous ethnocentric issues that have been identified. More recently 

for example, the issues of ‘insider versus outsider’ in research, or the issue of 

‘indigenous versus scientific knowledge’ to name but two.27  

 

However, these issues are themselves far from simple. When talking about Western 

researchers such as Crocombe, Geertz, Sahlins and Thomas, and the common 

Western-based educational backgrounds of indigenous researchers and scholars such 

as himself, Williams, Fonua, Tanielu, Hau’ofa and others, Māhina states: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Margaret Mutu when speaking of historical Māori research for instance states: Yet there is a great 
dearth of written materials and publications about our own history and traditions as presented in our 
own dialects and from within our own world-view and descriptive frameworks. (Mutu 2004:56): 
	  
27 See for instance, see articles by: Smith L., Nabobo-Baba U., Sanga F., Mutu M., Taumoefolau M., 
Filipo T., Baba T., Māhina ʻO., in Baba, T. et al (Eds.) (2004) Researching the Pacific and Indigenous 
Peoples: Issues and Perspectives. Auckland: Centre for Pacific Studies,  
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In this respect, both insider and outsider researchers, in the context of the 
cultural relativism-ethnocentrism dialectics, are prone to misconceive their 
topics, in terms of the form-content and quality-utility dimensions of 
knowledge. (Māhina, 2004f:191) 

 

In other words the Western educational background itself, may have effectively 

induced an explicit and implicit cross-cultural relationship between researcher and 

participant, even when the researcher themselves is from the same culture as the 

participant.  

 

Besides the language based issues I have identified, such situations as these can lead 

to a multiplicity of problems in all levels of research and in many cases can lead to 

incompatible and profound misunderstandings. For instance, Moana researcher 

Timote Vaioleti states: 

 
In considering epistemology, which deals with the origins of knowledge, the 
nature of knowing and the construction of knowledge (Maykut & Morehouse, 
1995), there is a danger in assuming that all Western, Eastern and Pacific 
knowledges have the same origins and construction so that, by implication, the 
same instruments may be used for collecting and analyzing data and 
constructing new knowledge. Researchers whose knowing is derived from 
Western origins are unlikely to have values and lived realities that allow 
understanding of issues pertaining to knowledge and ways of being that 
originated from the nga wairua (spirits) and whenua of Samoa, Tonga, Fiji, 
Tuvalu or the other Pacific nations. (Vaioleti, 2006:22) 
 

Like the issue of language, this situation may not be obvious in many cases, because 

outsider approaches have traditionally been so common as to be accepted as the norm 

in Moana research. Whilst these have resulted in a large collection of data per se, and 

have generated numerous theories, they have also created an almost exclusively 

Western academic precedent, even though they have inherent and serious failings 

both theoretically and methodologically. 

 

Outsiders, according to Smith for instance, may interpret their research: 

 
Within an overt theoretical framework, but also in terms of a covert 
ideological framework. They have the power to distort, make invisible, to 
overlook, to exaggerate and to draw conclusions based, not on factual data, but 
on assumptions, hidden value judgments and often-downright 
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misunderstandings. They have the potential to extend knowledge or perpetrate 
ignorance (Smith, 1992:53)  

 

In this respect, questions about epistemology, methodology, selection of data, its 

interpretation, and even the subsequent use of research findings are certainly overdue. 

Unfortunately this situation itself is not obvious, nor particularly likely on a large 

scale, if research continues to be set in an unquestioned background of not just 

Western scientific paradigms, but a perception that this is progressive and modern. 

 

Taufe’ulungaki adds her voice to this concern and in this respect, when she states:  

 
One of the myths that we have internalised is the belief that scientific enquiry 
is neutral and objective….The competing assumptions, questions and 
procedures of research contain values that represent different perceptions 
about authority, institutional transformation, and social order. Embedded in 
research are issues of epistemology, political and cognitive theory as well as 
peoples’ responses to their material existence” (Taufe’ulungaki, 2001:11) 

 
Smith adds to this by saying: 
 

Pacific people are used to being studied, or ‘helped’, by outsiders who have 
become the academic authorities of and on the Pacific. In that sense, one could 
argue that the Pacific has been authored by non indigenous Pacific scholarship 
in such ways that have marginalised the indigenous knowledge systems of the 
Pacific and Pacific authority over its own knowledge. (Smith, 2004:5) 

 

From a genuine research perspective then, how do we actually go about developing an 

appropriate way of studying Moana Indigenous expression in any form? 

 

As already mentioned, unless such study is based on knowledge of a cultures various 

epistemological and ontological understandings, including uses of spoken language, 

cultural conceptions of the person, their body, expressions, including notions of time 

and space, not to mention embedded-ness of all these aspects in a particular cultural 

perception of reality, what we will achieve will be empty of everything that makes a 

particular culture what it is. 28 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Cf: Anae 1998, 2001, 2002; Baba T. 2004; Ka’ili 2005, 2008; Helu-Thaman 2004; Smith 2004, 
2005, 2005b, 2007, 2008; Filipo T. 2004; Halapua 2000, 2003, 2007, 2008; Hau’ofa 1982, 1993, 1994, 
1998, 2000, 2008; Helu 1983, 1985, 1993, 1994b, 1997, 1998, 1999; Nabobo-Baba 2004; Sanga 2004; 
Māhina 2004f, 2004h, 2004i, 2007d, 2008b, 2009b, 2009c, 2009d, 2010e, 2010f; Manu’atu 2000, 
2000b, 2003; Mutu M. 2004; Coxon 2003; Taufe’ulungaki 2003; Taumoefolau 2004; Potauaine 2005, 
2010; Puloka 1999, 2001; Williams 2004, 2009.  
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When speaking of Moana research for instance, ‘Okusitino Māhina says: 

  
These issues and challenges amount to a host of problems that are thought to 
take place on two closely related fronts. The first relates to the form and 
content of research knowledge. Time and space are an abstraction of form and 
content, the concrete medium in which types of social activity are spatio-
temporally structured and transformed. The second is to do with the quality 
and utility of research knowledge. Thus these two sets of problems are situated 
in the broader context of the complementary and opposed relationships 
between theory and practice in research generally. (Māhina, 2004f:188) 

 

In all cases of Indigenous research, whether it be of “dance-like” expression, or 

associated concepts such as Faiva, it is not on the surface but in their depth that a 

researcher may find conceptual understandings and insights that indicate and embody 

a culture’s epistemological frameworks and philosophy, as well as its cultural 

aesthetic.29  

 

In the relationship between theory and practice then, at least in terms of objective 

knowledge, we need to avoid the major mistake of taking conceptually laden words, 

not to mention theoretical or methodological approaches from one culture, and 

applying them to another without any awareness. As already stated Western dance 

oriented assumptions, or Western dance methodology may well be acceptable when 

studying different genres of Western dance, but when it comes to researching Moana 

cultures, such an approach can pre-empt a researchers thinking in a way that directs 

their thinking almost obsessively.  

 

For instance, to re-emphasize what Taufeʻulungaki said:  

 
Embedded in research are issues of epistemology, political and cognitive 
theory as well as peoples’ responses to their material existence. 
(Taufeʻulungaki 2001:7)  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
29 Paul Spencer when discussing Hanna for instance, states: More generally, she writes: ‘dance is 
metonymical to the motion of like and the Ubakala ethos of action. The processes of reproduction and 
re-creation in the human-supernatural cyclical pattern…merge. The ancestors continue their existence 
in the dancers’ bodies. For the Melpa there are two sources of re-creation: one the ancestral spirits, as 
with the Ubakala; the other, birds of paradise and their plumes, which evince remarkable powers of 
regeneration and attraction particular to themselves. (Spencer 1985:137) 
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Before we can embark upon the choice of such things as an appropriate theory or 

methodology30 however, we need to take a step back for a moment and returning to 

basics, ask ourselves the question: What is it we are really after in our research?  

 

Above all else it seems, what we are really wanting is the “true meaning” or some sort 

of “objective knowledge” 31 of say, a particular form of expression.  

 

In terms of cross-cultural research, whether the knowledge we seek is some definitive 

cross-cultural insights, or simply insights that can give us some further perspectives 

on where we need to go next, it is only after we have established a medium by which 

these three issues can be addressed, that we can then go on to reach some relatively 

tangible truth, or make some real comparisons. At the very least this process should 

begin to broaden our understanding of what we need to deal with in order to obtain 

our goals.  

 

Like the old Taoist master, who tells the student he must “empty his vessel” before he 

can fill it again with new knowledge, as a researcher, we too must “empty” ourselves 

of our preconceptions, our knowledge, our view of the world, before we can fill it 

again with the beauty and breadth of another’s perceptions of a universe we all share. 

In this respect however, it is clear that nobody is actually capable of completely 

emptying their self, nor would we wish to abandon things of appropriate value, 

including those things of value from Western traditions. So how are we to “empty our 

vessel” without abandoning established value, and those things that underlie well-

founded cross-cultural research, both theoretically and methodologically? 

 

It should be noted in this regard, that voicing issues of appropriateness in Moana 

research is a relatively new phenomenon, whereas research based in a Western 

paradigm has been the historical norm and therefore is the only type of research that 

has a real history in the Moana. In most cases this history has shown itself to be less 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 See chapters 3 and 4. 
   
31 Taking this expression in the most general and best sense of its meaning, and leaving aside that this 
sort of expression can be fraught with hidden cultural bias and problematic interpretational issues.  
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than objective or scientific, and certainly less than helpful, in either understanding 

Indigenous Moana cultures, or in developing what could be considered a more 

appropriate form of research in the Moana. Generally these Western research 

traditions, and their subsequent development were, until very recently, entirely based 

on Westerners doing Western research in the Moana. In many cases the outcome of 

this research did not lead to a new understanding, nor insights into unique forms of 

Indigenous knowledge, but a form of reflection, and one that was more often just an 

affirmation of Western ideology and value systems. In fact, in the vast majority of 

cases up to and including the present, Moana research was not research into Moana 

cultures and their knowledge at all, but a Western re-definition and reframing of 

Moana cultures in Western terms, through a process of equivalencing, redefinition, 

selection and elimination, and an unquestioned imposition of a Western paradigm.  

 

In this respect, whilst the last chapters (chapters 6 and 7) of this thesis contain the 

results of my research on Tongan Faiva, the following three chapters of this thesis 

propose a structure and format, of an alternative and far more appropriate form of 

Moana research paradigm:  

 

• Chapter 3 is a discussion for developing an appropriate Moana 

theoretical approach such as Tongan Tā-Vā Theory of Reality of 

‘Okusitino Māhina. 

 

• Chapter 4 is a discussion for developing an appropriate Moana 

methodological approach. 

 

• Chapter 5 is a discussion for developing appropriate understandings of 

Moana “vocabulary” and as a way of removing induced Western 

conceptualization in research. 

In many cases it can be seen that a comprehensive Moana paradigm in research is 

itself still “at the very beginning” so to speak. In many regards it will also be seen that 

a Moana paradigm is quite different from the current and usual Western paradigm.  
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A Moana paradigm compared to a Western paradigm for instance, may appear at 

times as somewhat “back to front,” more circular and less goal orientated. As will be 

seen in later chapters (6 and 7) I have developed and applied a Moana paradigm that 

has made it possible to move “forwards” from theory and methodology to research, 

and “backwards” from research to methodology and theory. In this sort of flexible and 

circular Moana process, I have found an access to Tongan concepts such as Faiva, 

that is far more revealing that previous Western style research, and more fulfilling in 

terms of the overall intent of my research. By accessing Faiva through Tongan 

vocabulary, while using English vocabulary in a strictly descriptive and non-definitive 

way for instance, I was further able to avoid a substantial number of the pitfalls 

discussed so far in terms of the Western paradigm in which my research would 

otherwise have been caught.  

 

As Hau’ofa so poetically states: 

 
Oceania is vast, Oceania is expanding, Oceania is hospitable and generous, 
Oceania is humanity rising from the depths of brine and regions of fire, deeper 
still; Oceania is us. We are the sea, we are the ocean. We must wake up to this 
ancient truth and together use it to overturn all hegemonic views that aim 
ultimately to confine us again, physically and psychologically, in the tiny 
spaces that we have resisted as our sole appointed places and from which we 
have recently liberated ourselves. We must not allow anyone to belittle us 
again and take away our freedom (Hau’ofa, 1994:37) 

 
 
 
 


