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Abstract 
This study seeks to establish how cultural change is transforming Samoan 

perceptions of alcohol and its role in social life by comparing understandings 

of, attitudes to, and patterns of alcohol use in successive generations of 

Samoans to establish how these are changing, and how trends in alcohol use 

might be expected to affect Samoan health status. It examines the complex 

relationships between alcohol and culture, and how such relationships 

interact to influence health. As well, it explores how Samoan culture, 

fa’asamoa, has changed since contact with Europeans, how, these changes 

have influenced Samoan people’s perceptions and use of alcohol, and the 

role alcohol now plays in Samoan social life. Moreover, the thesis documents 

the social history of alcohol in Samoa since the nineteenth century, and 

explores the roles of some of the Europeans in shaping Samoan people’s 

attitudes and behaviours towards alcohol and its use. Additionally, it 

examines the commercial and political economic interests of early European 

agencies in Samoa such as beachcombers, traders, colonial administrators, 

and missionaries which impacted on and influenced, to a considerable 

extent, Samoan people’s drinking patterns. 

 

The study uses a qualitative methodological approach, utilizing qualitative 

interviewing as the main method of gathering data and various other methods 

to supplement the data. The sample population included Samoan men and 

women, of various religious denominations, drinkers and abstainers, born and 

raised in Samoa and in New Zealand. Unstructured interviews with thirty-nine 

participants, and eight key informants were conducted in Apia, Auckland, and 

Christchurch. The key informants included: a bishop of the Church of Latter 

Day Saints, the Samoan Police Commissioner, and the Secretary of the 

Samoan Liquor Authority who were interviewed in Apia; a pastor/lecturer of the 

Congregational Christian Church of American Samoa who was interviewed in 

Pago Pago, American Samoa; while two Samoan-born medical health 

professionals, a pastor of the Congregational Christian Church of Samoa, and 

one New Zealand-born woman researcher were interviewed in Auckland. 

 

The study found that alcohol and the drinking of it has secured a place in the 

social life of Samoans in the islands and in migrant communities such as those 
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in Auckland, and to a lesser extent, Christchurch. It also found that while older 

women’s and men’s experiences and attitudes to alcohol differ significantly, 

particularly those born and raised in the islands, some similarities in the 

attitudes and practices of younger people towards alcohol, especially those 

born- and raised in New Zealand have emerged.  
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Thesis Title – An Explanation 
According to Rev. Sione Eli, of the Methodist Mission in Australia, 1 

Tafesilafa’i was one of Samoan war goddess, Nafanua’s four war clubs, the 

others being: Ulimasao or Guide with Safety; Fa’auliulito or No Mercy; 

Fa’amatemategatau or Source of Knowledge; and Tafesilafa’i which he 

interprets as Strike with Courtesy. It is this duality of meaning of striking, but 

with courtesy, in which the term Tafesilafa’i has been used in this thesis title. 

For example, Tafesilafa’i has been used in a symbolic sense as a weapon 

that could inflict serious harm, yet at the same time, it can be a symbol of and 

proxy to the traditional use of ‘ava when Samoan people meet. Fa’atili 

Fuai’ava, Chairman of the Auckland Samoan Advisory Council, for example, 

suggests that Tafesilafa’i could be used as a possible title to the thesis 

because of the current use of alcoholic beverages by some Samoan people 

when they meet and when socializing instead of the traditional ‘ava. He 

observed thus: 

 
These days when people meet for the first time after a long time, they 
would most probably have a drink of alcohol as a token of joy and 
goodwill and all the best intentions and values which were celebrated 
with ‘ava. But we also know that if we abuse alcohol then it can be 
detrimental to health and can cause many bad things as well as other 
adverse consequences.2 
 

Similarly, Olo Elise Puni3 of Health Star Pacific Trust, Auckland, said the use 

of Tafesilafa’i in the title of this alcohol thesis context, as symbolizing a 

weapon, and as a beverage which has gained popular use among some 

Samoans instead of ‘ava, is not inappropriate. He argued that alcohol can be 

perceived and interpreted as an object with dual functions: On the one hand, 

it is used for socializing and conviviality and other positive functions. Yet on 

the other hand, alcohol has been abused by some people to the extent that it 

has caused serious economic, cultural, social and health problems for many 

individuals and Samoan families in the islands and in migrant communities as 

well. 

                                                 
1 I was alerted to Rev Eli’s translations of Nafanua’s war clubs by Seuseu Fata Pito, University of 
Auckland, who kindly volunteered this information from a presentation by Rev Eli, of the Australian 
Methodist Mission, a copy of which is in the possession of Fata’s wife, Eseta Fa’alogo of Pakuranga. 
2 Fa’atili Fuai’ava, of Lotofaga and Otahuhu, Chairman of the Auckland Samoan Advisory Council. 
3 Olo Elise Puni is an orator from the village of Pu’apu’a, Amoa i Sisifo, Savaii. 
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