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Abstract 
 

Tagata Sāmoa proudly claims that ‘O le tuafafine o le i’oimata o le tuagane,’ the sister is the 

pupil of her brother’s eyes. This understanding is reflected in the sacred relational and 

covenantal bonding of tuagane-tuafafine (brother-sister) in what is known as feagaiga or 

covenant. Through this brother-sister covenantal relationship, Sāmoa confers upon its female 

folk or tama’ita’i the highest honour, and respect. Important to note here is that, regardless of 

whether they are young or old, single or married, able or differently able, the central place of 

tama’ita’i in her family of origin is for life. The tama’ita’i as the feagaiga, tama sā, and 

ilāmutu places her equally and above her brothers in her family and village of origin.  

Sāmoa, theoretically speaking, has the ideal democratic system or fa’amata’i that honours 

women and men in what I call, feagaiga o le ava fatafata or covenant of equal and mutual 

relationality. Both genders are valued equally and they both have a space and place as human 

beings within the organisational structure. As siblings, they are to live together harmoniously, 

and to respect and honour one another mutually. Ideally when this system works, Sāmoa will 

be free of gender-based violence and Sāmoans will not tolerate any form of violence. 

Unfortunately, this is not the case. Instead, this notion has become rhetoric only and statistics 

reveal a different reality.  

A good percentage of tama’ita’i Samoa suffer from all forms of abuse - especially the married 

women - from the very men that are supposed to love and protect them the same way they 

protect their sisters. And in spite of their central place in the cultural-religious organisation, 

tama’ita’i are yet to be fully recognised as able and capable leaders in the government and 

especially in the church. This work traces how a well-intentioned system like the fa’amatai, 

which values womenfolk highly, is not free of patriarchal trappings in its hierarchical 

structure. The high status of the tama’ita’i Sāmoa has, therefore, become more ceremonial. In 

reality, most of the womenfolk are not valued anymore for who they are as persons but more 

for the fertility of their wombs. They are reared and nurtured to perfect their future roles as 

wives and in becoming mothers.  

The talanoaga or dialogue/polylogue in the chapters of this thesis follows the different 

avenues that have influenced the imaging of tama’ita’i. And through the talatalaga 
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hermeneutic, an attempt is made to clarify “why” motherhood and becoming a fruitful wife is 

idealised, and “how” this thinking shaped and continues to shape the imaging of tama’ita’i 

Sāmoa today. This religio-cultural understanding blended in well with the Christian teaching 

that taught the christianised Sāmoans that women are the helpmeets of their husbands. Sāmoa 

Christian women are constantly told that they must remember that the woman was taken out 

of the rib of Adam to be his helper and, henceforth, subordinate. Therefore, a decent/good 

Sāmoa Christian woman will know that her place is to be an obedient, docile, submissive 

woman in the family, marriage, village and the church. 

 In response, this work asserts that tama’ita’i Sāmoa initially were co-leaders with men in the 

aiga (family), fa’amata’i (Samoa’s chiefly system) and lotu (church). The sisters do have a 

central place in their family and village of origin. However, as wives, their standing in the 

society and community is mostly determined by the status of their husbands. The majority live 

the daily reality expected of the wives and mothers of their husband’s children, especially 

when they live with their husband’s families. This writing challenges this thinking by 

claiming that wifehood was not always the preferred status for indigenous women.  

The patriarchal system will be analysed and critiqued to find out when tama’ita’i as wife 

became secondary and submissive.While this work is very critical of the existing systems in 

the village, church and government, it also uses alternatives within the same system to 

provide the clues for transformation. Samoa’s own “e fofō e le alamea le alamea” approach is 

applied as a resolution tool and explained later in this work in detail. Fofō alamea, for short,  

is an art of using the life-affirming aspects already existing in fa’asāmoa to deal with the 

problems within the same system, vis-a-vis the place and space of tama’ita’i Sāmoa as leaders 

in their own rights as persons. Furthermore, in deconstructing and re-constructing the imaging 

of tama’ita’i Sāmoa in the following chapters, I am re-claiming the rightful place and space of 

tama’ita’i Sāmoa as leaders in their own right. Central to the fa’asāmoa is its relationship to 

God, to each other and to the environment.  

The most sacred of feagaiga relationship among Sāmoans is the one between the tuagane-

tuafafine or the brother-sister sacred relational bond. They know their space and place as 

individuals, as corporate persons and collectively as Sāmoans. Through ava fatafata, mutual 

respect and honour are the guiding principles in their relationship as siblings, inheritors of 

family land and chiefly titles and as off-springs of God. In the theological chapter, what I 

have coined as the feagaiga o le ava fatafata, or covenant of equal and mutual relationality is 
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discussed as one of the solutions to the concerns raised in this dissertation. The solution is 

found in both the fa’amata’i and the Genesis biblical narrative on the creation of humanity in 

the image of God (Genesis 1:26f). In and through the image of God revisited, tama’ita’i is 

rightfully moved from the periphery to the centre, where she has already a religio-cultural 

central place in the fa’asāmoa, and a biblical and theological-anthropological grounding 

within alofi sā o le Atua or the sacred circle of God, hence the meaning of the title: A 

Theological Anthropology of Tama’ita’i: Reimaging Tama’ita’i Sāmoa(na) in the Image of 

God, and in the Light of the Alofi Sā o le Atua, the Sacred Circle of God. 
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A’ea i Sisifo western district 

A’ea i Sasa’e eastern district 

afafine daughter  

afakasi half-castes 

afimutalalī flaming fire 

afimusaesae destructive fire 

Agaga Spirit 

agaga spirit, soul or will 

aiga family, clan or kinship 

aiga potopoto extended family 

Aitu ghost or indigenous Spirit / God 

Aitu-tagata half divine/half human 

Ali’i God or Lord 

ali’i high chief 

ali’i sili, sa’o ali’i, paramount chief 

ali’i sā, ali’i paia sacred chief 

alofi sā sacred circle 

alofi sā o matai Council of chiefs 

alofi sā o le Atua God/ sacred center/circle 

alo tama’ita’i formal for daughters 

alo tama’ita’i o le Atua daughters of God 

anaia village virgin 

anapogi relax, contemplate 

ao o pāpā headship/leading title 

atali’i son 

Atua God 

au reach, fulfill, achieve 

aualuma group of village women  

‘auaunaga servicehood / servanthood 

‘auga fa’apae / pae ma le auli woman as peace-keeper / reconciliator 

auli iron out, smooth 

‘aumaga group of village men 

ava kava ceremony 

avā  wife 

ava fatafata mutual respect of opposing equals  

E au le inailau a tama’ita’i Ladies/women are achievers  

‘ele’ele soil, land, blood 

fa’afeagaiga pastor 

fa’a’autagata, fa’a’autama progenitor 

fa’amanamea courtship 

fa’amāseiau defloration of the virgin 

fa’amatai chiefly system 

fa’asāmoa Samoan way of life 

fa’asāmoa-fa’akerisiano christianised Samoan way of life 
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fa’asinomaga identity, where you belong 

fa’asaofa’i enthroned, installed as chief 

fa’atusa o le Atua image of God 

fafine married or loose woman (derogatory) 

fagogo fable, story-tale 

faiavā husband 

fai’oa wealth producer 

 fale house 

fale tele guest house 

faletua spouse of the pastor or high chief 

fanau birthing, children, heir 

feagaiga contract 

feagaiga tuagane-tuafafine brother-sister sacred-covenantal relationship  

feagaiga tuafafine brother’s covenant/sister 

feagaiga a le tuafafine sister’s covenant/brother 

feagaiga tuagane sister’s covenant/brother 

feagaiga a le tuagane brother’s covenant/sister 

feagaiga o le ava fatafata Covenant of equal and mutual relationality 

foafoaga paia sacred creation 

fofō alamea self healing / cure 

fofoga face, likeness 

fono circle/meeting 

fono a le aiga circle/meeting with the family 

fono a le aiga Sa Tagaloa’alagi circle/meeting of the family of God Tagaloaalagi 

fono ma aitu circle/meeting with the spirits 

fue creeping vine 

fue sā sacred vine 

fue tagata peopling vine 

gafa genealogy, lineage 

Ia inclusive pronoun for God  

iao a bird   

ilāmutu supernatural spirit 

ilo maggot, worm 

ināilau range of the house’s thatches 

i’oimata pupil or core of the eye 

i’u papa end side of the spreading rocks 

i’u o pāpā last headship/leadership title 

laga avenge, uplift 

laoa guest house of an orator 

lele fly 

lumāfale front yard 

mā shame, humiliation 

malae o le mā Ground of shame 

ma’au attract, desire 

malu woman’s tattoo 

mamā clean, pure, put in order 

māmā light, not heavy 

mamalu dignity 

manamea darling, lover 

manuali’i a bird spiece 
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maota guest house of high chiefs 

matai chief 

matai ali’i high chief 

matai tulafale orator, talking chief 

milamila wrap around cloth for lady Nafanua 

moana sea, ocean 

na cease crying 

nanā hide, secretive 

nofo live, stay, sit 

nonofo stay together 

nofotane wife (derogatory) 

nu’u o ali’i village of male-folks 

nu’u o matai village of chiefs 

nu’u o faletua ma tausi village of the spouses of chiefs and orators  

nu’u o tama’ita’i village of female-folks 

‘oa wealth, valuables 

pāpā headship pillars or attributes 

papalagi foreigners / Europeans 

pola blinds for houses 

poula  traditional entertainments, dances 

pe’a flying fox, also refers to male tattoo 

Sāmoana people of both Samoa and of Samoan ancestry 

Sā Moana  people of Oceania (Pacific Island nations) 

Sā Moanā people of the Universe (earthlings) 

sa’o auāluma leader of the village female-folk  

sa’o ‘aumaga leader of the village untitled male-folk 

sa’o tama’ita’i leader of the village unmarried female-folk 

saofa’iga sitting, meeting 

se’etalāluma women - sitting at the frontal posts of the house 

sema choose, decide 

semagafa choosing one’s lover to continue lineage 

solo o le va poem of space / gap 

sufiga a process of gentle negotiaton of boundaries, values 

and beliefs 

tafa’ifa headship, crown 

tagata human beings 

tagata’aga image, imaging, likeness 

tagata Sāmoa Samoans 

tama sā sacred child/ren 

tama’ita’i female folk (married or single) 

tamaitiiti boy 

tama adult male 

tamā father 

tamāloa married man (derogatory) 

tamafafine uterine/line (stemming from a female) 

tamatane agnatic/male line (stemming from a male) 

tane husband  

taro food staff 

tatau / pe’a tattoo 

taula aitu spirit, ghost, divinity 
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taulaga offering, sacrifice 

tausala woman as beauty / redeemer 

tausi spouse of an orator / to nurture 

tautua  serve or be in service 

taupou village maid or virgin 

teine girl 

teineitiiti young girl 

teu put in order 

teuteu decorate 

teuteu lumāfale decorate the front / face 

tinā mother 

to’ala fa’a’autama maternal/birthing womb, progenitor 

to’alua male or female spouse (inclusive) 

to fatu submerge in-depth of ocean 

togisala redeem / ranson 

to’ilalo defeat, failure 

toloa albatross, bird spiece 

tuafafine sister 

tuāfale backyard 

tuagane brother  

tulafale orator 

tulafale matai orator chief 

tulī a bird  

ulu head, lead 

ulugali’i a couple (married or not) 

va space in-between, gap 

valea dumb 

va-lea negated gap 

va fealoa’i space in-between opposing partners 

vai water, pool, stream 

va tapuia sacred space 

va tu’utu’u-nonofo inherent space between people 

ve’a a bird  
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Introduction 
 

Developing a theological-anthropology of Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i or re-imaging woman in 

the image of God (imago Dei) is the leitmotif of this work. It challenged me to respond, as I 

reflect not only on my own learning and living experiences of being tama’ita’i Sāmoa, but 

also as I journey together with tama’ita’i o Sāmoana, facing every sort of racial, sexual and 

gender marginalisation in life. The apparent submissive status of married Sāmoan women and 

the existence of gender-based violence in the church and culture is a reality. Growing up in a 

gendered church, as well as working for ecclesiastical and academic institutions, I know for a 

fact that there is, indeed, an urgent need to name, address and act to dismantle and transform 

the patriarchal and kyriarchal systems that bind women to secondary roles, especially within 

the Church. Only a handful of women have spoken out individually, and because we are very 

few in number, our voices have been taken, not only as empty sounds in the wilderness but 

also mocked as un-Pacific/Samoan. As Tama’ita’i Samoa, we must claim that our collective 

voice is very Pacific and Samoan and, as a team, act to break our silence.  

My journey as a female within the church has been like that of a caterpillar 

metamorphosising/cocooning in the chrysalis of silence. As an individual and a concerned 

citizen working in and for the church, one learns to find ways to survive, thrive and remain 

afloat in order not to drown in the system.1 As the first theologically educated female from 

the Congregational Christian Church of American Samoa (CCCAS) and Samoa (CCCS) and 

the first Samoan woman to teach at a theological school in both Samoa and at the Pacific 

Theological College in Suva, I had to endure gender-based violence.2 I chose at the time to be 

                                                 

1 I grew up and was baptised in the Congregational Christian Church of Samoa when it was one. Even when the 
schism occurred in the early 1980s, I remained a member of what is now CCCS and also became a member of 
newly established CCCAS when my parents retired to our home in Leone, our village in American Samoa. 
Gender-based violence is found not only in the Congregational Christian Church in both Samoa but is an 
experience that women faced in all churches and governments. 
2 These varied from structural violence to (sexual) harassment. Even though I was among the few with higher 
theological qualification at our local Seminary, the Elders’ Committee of the CCCAS in the 90s were not ready 
to employ a young married female in her mid twenties as a faculty member. They did not endorse the 
recommendation of the president at the time that I be employed as a full time lecturer. Instead, they decided 
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silent about being marginalised, as I was aware then that no one would be willing to hear and 

listen to the concerns of a young married woman in her 20s about issues of power and male 

control in the theological institutes and the church leadership. Furthermore, I did not want to 

jeopardise the opportunity now open for other Samoan women to be in the church leadership 

and ordained ministries. Strategically, it was more important then to establish a platform for 

women in theological education and the ordained ministry than to speak out against male 

supremacy in the institutional church in both Samoa and Oceania. 

It took a while to struggle out of my cocoon and be free of the patriarchal-kyriarchal 

confinement. And it was only after I broke out of the chrysalis of silence that I could flutter 

my folded wings and I was a transformed human being, who truly believe that with the Grace 

of God I can soar through any wind and breeze in life.  Through writing, I found an 

alternative and a safe space to speak confidently without fear, while addressing how 

marginalisation and submission is a problem for the female and marginalised population. In a 

nutshell, my writing became my wings and the ink of a pen and the computer keyboard 

sounded my voice. I then embarked on a series of research projects specifically on the issue 

of violence.  

I firstly addressed violence within the family and church through alcohol and substance abuse 

and misuse, specifically in Eastern/American Samoa and from pastoral care and 

counselling/theological perspectives. The experience of working as a secular counsellor for 

the Department of Social Services prior to theological education was helpful, as I had an 

insider’s view of the problem from dealing with the victims-survivors/thrivers directly, 

working with other agencies such as the Department of Public Safety, the hospital, and the 

church as a youth leader, and especially from working directly with the families. My first 

                                                                                                                                                        

that I should work as a volunteer, teaching the spouses of the theological students while the male faculty 
members were paid. Harassment by some male students (at PTC and KFTS) ranged from deliberately exposing 
their private parts while teaching in the classroom to rubbing their genital on the backside during worship in 
the presence of faculty members, their spouses, the students and their spouses and children. These incidents 
were reported, but the men in charge chose to ignore and sweep the sexual harassment claims under the mat. 
A senior faculty/board member openly announced his objection to SPATS sending me as the Pacific 
representative to present a paper at a WOCATI meeting in Chiangmai. He reasoned that a female rookie must 
not present on behalf of the Pacific. After receiving an explanation from the general secretary for the 
Association’s choice, he then proposed that I must first present in front of the Board members so they could 
first screen my presentation to see if it was up to scratch. I responded politely that I would only do so if it had 
been the practise of this regional body. If it had never been done before, then I would not let him question my 
integrity just because I was a young female colleague. The all male team were all silent for a while before one 
had the courage to speak up and supported SPATS choice.  



Introduction 

 

3 

 

research addressed how the church responds to the problem of alcohol/substance abuse, and 

how the related problems of violence affect families and especially the majority of women 

and children. That work concluded with a recommendation that the most effective way to 

combat violence is for the church, the government and the Samoan chiefly system to 

collaborate with each other. 

This was followed later by a paper presented on “Violence within the Church and 

Theological Schools” on behalf of Weavers/SPATS at an international gathering of WOCATI 

in Chiangmai, Thailand.3 As the coordinator of Weavers, I worked alongside members in 

carrying out Weavers initiative to invite theologically trained Oceanian women, or anyone 

interested, to a writing workshop. The criterion for attendance was the submission of a paper 

as an avenue for speaking out about their experiences as women in the church and to value 

their voice through writing. It was so successful that Weavers published the participant’s 

articles as its first book4 Although the writers at the workshop do not identify themselves as 

feminist, the fact that they have spoken out about their experiences in their theologising is 

enough for me to qualify them as the first wave of Oceanian women/feminist theologians.5 

As a personal contribution, I wrote a dissertation on “Bone of my Bones and Flesh of my 

Flesh.” This work looked at the institutional church, theology, dogmas of the church as 

problematic. The research confirmed that violence against women and children is a problem 

in Oceania, especially in the church, and that a good number of male clergy are perpetrators.6 

The four-pronged practical/program component of that research was taken up as the 

Weaver’s project for all of SPATS member schools. In spite of this work and my academic 

research and writings experience, I had yet to find a valid theological and anthropological 

response to the plight of women affected by all forms of violence, especially within the 

church. My search led me to revisit the cultural and biblical narratives, as well as the 

mythological traditions of Sāmoa with regards to the place of tama’ita’i going back to time in 

memory.  

                                                 

3 This paper was further developed in to a thesis for my Doctor of Ministry degree. 
4 See Lydia Johnson and Joan A. Filemoni-Tofaeono eds., Weavings: Women Doing Theology in Oceania (Suva: 
South Pacific Association of Theological School and Institute of Pacfic Studies, 2003). This workshop was the 
first of its kind for Oceanian women in theological education or working in the church/faith-based 
communities. 
5 Among the participants were three academic church women with no prior formal theological education 
6 Joan A. Filemoni-Tofaeono, “Bone of my Bones and Flesh of my Flesh… Out of Man this One is Taken: A 
Theological Challenge in the Struggle against Violence Towards Women” (D.Min diss., San Francisco 
Theological Seminary, 2004). 
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How the status of women in society influences the centrality and the recognition of their 

sacredness as human beings throughout the historical, political and religious developments 

will be analysed. I am fully convinced that Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i i le Fa’atusa o le Atua; 

or re-imaging women in the image of God is an effective theological-anthropological 

response to the victimization and marginalization of women in the so-called, “gendered 

church.” It is a contextually relevant and culturally appropriate solution to Sā moana 

(Oceanian) and Sāmoana (universal) women’s issues. I believe the solution and alternatives 

are found in the indigenous sacred text, and the biblical and theological tradition, beginning 

where the “Spirit of God hovered above the chaos” to create something liberating and 

transforming. In the Christian biblical tradition, it is clear in Genesis.1:27 that God said; 

“Come let us create humankind, male and female in our own image and in accordance to our 

likeness.” 

My theological-anthropological statement is that, since the divine image and likeness in 

women has been forgotten and rendered insignificant due to predominantly man-made 

hierarchal structures, the only resolution to the problem is to reconstitute/restore what has 

been pushed to the periphery/margin. Re-imaging women in the image and likeness of God is 

my response and it takes a very bold creative/constructive approach that is intentionally based 

in Oceanian convention, feminist and liberationist.7 This theological anthropology of 

tama’ita’i is a Samoan/Oceanian/contextual/liberation theology/theory that incorporates the 

common Sāmoana/Oceanian socio-religious cultures with the divine/mana. To accomplish 

this, it is imperative that the issue of decolonization and contextualization is firstly addressed. 

 

Decolonizing and Contextualising Methods and Methodologies in Education  

Why is it so important now to start decolonising our research methods and methodologies and 

contextualising our thinking? Firstly, the technological takeover of social media, and more 

broadly the internet, as the new face of colonialism is widening the gap between the haves 

and the have-nots. There is an evident division between the people of the advanced North and 

the underdeveloped South, where people strive for further uniformity with the super-powers. 

                                                 

7 What I have called Oceanian-based conventional, may be described by many Western scholars as 
unconventional. The so-called unconventionality in my approach, or my stretching of the boundaries of 
conventional approaches, is deliberate. Tamaita’i Sāmoana is an attempt to share a distinctively Oceanian 
based knowledge, which is no more unconventional than academic writing that centres on the margin and not 
the expected centre. Pacific thoughts and theories ought to be recognised internationally on their own merit.  
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Furthermore, the commercialisation of the ideal woman/feminine as white, petite, blonde, 

sexy and outwardly beautiful has swept even Oceania. An accurate observation of an African-

American woman while in American Samoa speaks honestly about this:   

Why were they still trying to be white, as I did in 1970? Couldn’t they see the beauty 

in their brown skin and curly hair. Why were Caucasian people called Palagi, which 

loosely translates ‘white clouds emerging from the heavens’? Why were African 

Americans called Meauli8, ‘black thing’? These and many other questions were 

perplexing for a while, but soon I began to understand difference which is rooted in 

culture and geographical location, not in the colour of skin.9 

Sybil Johnson has picked up on an issue that a few of us have considered problematic but 

have never taken full responsibility to eradicate, and that is racism and classism within 

ourselves and in our cultures and languages10. We owe it to our children to teach, show and 

educate them on the significance of who they are and what they are meant to be as full human 

beings. One’s humanity is not detached from the environment surrounding her/him. To know 

so is a step towards embracing the fact that we are all earthlings sharing the same earth. As 

Johnsons sums up that “I began to understand that culture, language and homeland were the 

necessary ingredients for the genesis of a people.”11 

Tama’itai theology accentuates the importance of de-colonizing research methods and 

methodologies as well as de-mythologising the notion that the English language, research 

methods and methodologies as the accepted norm in academia.12 The spreading of Western 

civilisation and the Christian religion to Oceania came with the ‘superiority complex’ of the 

English race, the English language, the Western philosophies and Victorian ideologies. 

                                                 

8 I have advocated for a while now for replacing meauli to refer to our darker skinned brothers and sisters in 
favor of tagata uli, or black persons. It is a derogatory term that belittles the existence of our darker skinned 
siblings. And as she rightly puts it, white skinned persons on the other hand are almost considered as heavenly 
beings in the thinking of many. 
9 Sybil Johnson, “White Lines on Black Asphalt: Discovering Home” in Writing the Pacific: An Anthology, eds. 
Jen Webb and Kavita Nandan (Suva, Fiji: Pacific Writing Forum Surrey, B.C.: Association for Commonwealth 
Literature and language Studies, 2007), 57. 
10 I can recall being told never to use such a word in our vocabulary when we were young. Even singing the 
song Aue le meauli lale e tietie i luga o le uafu… (Look at that black thing sitting at the wharf…) was forbidden 
at home. To call a Samoan a meauli was in itself an insult, which often resulted in fights between the insulted 
and the insultee. This word should not be used at all anymore. 
11 Sybil Johnson “White Lines on Black Asphalt: Discovering Home, 61. 
12 See for instance the work of Melenaite Taumoefolau, “Decolonising Pacific Studies: Privileging Pacific 
Languages and Indigenous Knowledges” in Talanoa Rhythyms: Voices from Oceania, ed. Nāsili Vaka’uta 
(Auckland: Masilamea Press, 2011). 
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Throughout Oceania, with the exception of the French speaking nations13 of Maohi Nui14, 

Kanaky15, and Wallis and Futuna, this thinking was enforced and imposed. English and 

French became the one and only official language of instruction in almost all 

government/Church High Schools and Colleges in the wider Pacific. Speaking specifically on 

the linguistic imperialism of English, Melenaite Tamoefolau has pointed out that: 

(t)he colonial situation which resulted in the introduction of English into the Pacific 

started a process in which English increasingly gained high status as the language of 

education, economic advantage, prestige and success. Unfortunately, the development 

of English affected adversely the development of many Polynesian languages, with 

the result that most of them are now declining, though at different rates.16 

Memories of the early years of education in Samoa vividly present images of an education 

system that valued the English language, English knowledge, and the way of the English 

people as the only doorways to a brighter future.17 This is a common memory among the 

inhabitants of island nations under colonial rule. As Taumoefolau has pointed out, “many 

Pacific peoples in New Zealand now have the attitude that they do not need their native 

Pacific language…They argue that they migrated to New Zealand to educate their children… 

and their children can achieve better if they knew English better.”18  

                                                 

13 These Pacific Island nations were also taught and made to believe in the same western ideologies that the 
French nation and the French empire revolutionised the world.  
14 In an attempt to decolonise themselves from French ideologies etc, the indigenous people of the Tahiti 
island groups consciously stopped calling their nation French Polynesia in the late mid 20th century. Instead 
they re-introduced themselves as Maohi Nui people. However, this is only recognised in Oceania and in the 
writings of the Pacific scholars and those non-Pacific who regard Oceania as home. But as long as it is a colony 
of France, it remains officially known as French Polynesia. 
15 A name the indigenous people of New Caledonia gave themselves when they began in the mid 20th Century 
their campaign for liberation from the French rule. Like French Polynesia, they are yet to be independent from 
the colonial French government. 
16 Melenaite Taumoefolau, “Decolonising Pacific Studies,” 62. 
17 Acknowledgement of the wisdom of our fore-parents who, without doubt, had the best interest of Samoa at 
heart. It has served its purpose and Samoa has benefitted from the fluency of its early and current leaders 
educated under this system. However, it does not take away the fact that the initial purpose of such rules was 
to serve the colonial masters and their families and the elite of Samoa, who were the foreign leaders and the 
Samoans of mixed ancestry. Anyone who was full blooded Samoan, and/or a half-caste with a Samoan last 
name, was not allowed into the elitist government schools Malifa, Leifiifi, and Samoa College, in Samoa and 
FiaIloa in American Samoa. Hence, a taboo was enforced against the usage of the Samoan language on these 
campuses. The colonisers left, but their ideologies were intact in the educational system which the 
government administered. 
18 Taumoefolau, “Decolonising Pacific Studies”, 62-3. See also Galumalemana Hunkin-Tuiletufuga, “Pasefika 

Languages and Pasefika Identities: Contemporary and Future Challenges” in Tangata o Te Moana Nui: The 

Evolving Identities of Pacific Peoples in Aotearoa/New Zealand, ed. C. MacPherson et al (Palmerston North: 

Dunmore Press, 2001) and V. Fetui and M. Malakai-Williams, Introduction of a Sāmoan Language Program 

into the School System of New Zealand (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies, 1996), 229-243. 
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I make a counter-claim that learning a new language should not be at the expense of one’s 

own vernacular. Learning the English language was not the problem. It was the way it was 

enforced as the mandatory language of instruction for the indigenous students, thus 

disadvantaging them with their learning of all school subjects in a new language that was 

foreign to them. 

Fluency in English was then equated with academic superiority, even though the majority of 

those who had a better grasp of the English language were not necessarily excelling in other 

subjects in comparison to the native speakers. Fortunately, some utilised the knowledge 

gained from exposure to this system to advocate for a transformation in the classroom 

learning of the indigenous students. 

In support of the colonial education system, it is argued by an educator like Taumoefolau that 

“the intention was for the immersion at school as the only way to prevent slow and tedious 

learning of English as opposed to natural acquisition through immersion in the language at 

school.”19 I argue that this was only modified later. The fact remains, from my point of view, 

that Oceanian students did not have the privilege to be “elective bilinguals” with the freedom 

to learn an additional language by choice. Nor were they given the opportunity to be 

“additive bilinguals” where biliteral and bilingual was not at the expanse of their own 

vernacular, but rather a prestige for the privileged. This is the problem I have with the 

imposition of English as the superior language of learning and as a window of opportunity 

onto another world of thought-forms that was above our indigenous understanding. 

Therefore, I have consciously chosen to use a Samoan methodology and hermeneutic, 

prioritising the use of Samoan concepts, wisdom, knowledge and philosophies as the core of 

this research, even if it is viewed in the academia as an unconventional approach. 

As for the diasporic communities,20 for instance, for most first-generation diasporic Pacific 

parents in Aotearoa,21 Australia, znd North American, this became problematic when their 

                                                 

19 Tamoefolau, input at meeting 9th August, 2016, Potu Talanoaga at the Pacific Studies Centre, University of 
Auckland, New Zealand. 
20 Most of these migrant parents left Samoa with the ingrained thought that intelligence and academic 
excellence was determined by speaking the English language fluently. Note that, although most of the 
literature in this work is on the diasporic communities in Aotearoa, this is also the same situation/thinking of 
diasporic Samoan communities, for instance, in Hawaii, and in the United States of America. For instance, in 
the early 1980-90s, I noticed that whenever I made conversations with a Polynesian looking child if they were 
Samoan, the reply was almost always “No. My parents are. I’m an American/Hawaiian.”  
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children were encouraged to be monolingual in English also at home.22 As a strategy, their 

children would have benefitted greatly had they encouraged them to be bilingual at home and 

at school. One’s learning and knowledge is advanced if one is bilingual or multi-lingual. 

Research has proven and shown that “it takes longer to learn a second language at school to 

the same academic level as a first language – at least six years. The end result, however, is 

being able to read and write well in two languages (biliteracy). Biliteracy is associated with 

wider academic success.” 23 

Note that it was only in my parents’ generation that formal “western modelled” education 

was introduced to both Samoa with a strict pre-requisite for entrance reserved for the 

Europeans descendants and half-caste Samoans with European last names.24 A similar 

education system was also set up in American Samoa where Fia Iloa25 was set up to cater for 

                                                                                                                                                        

21 I am familiar with the context that Melanie Anae raises in her writing. I noticed during the time I was a 
member of the Newton PIPC (Pacific Islands Presbyterian Church) in the early 1980s, and when her generation 
were the senior youth (and married) members that most of these young people were struggling with their 
Samoan identity. This was around the time New Zealand protested nationwide against the Springboks playing 
in New Zealand and the Maori movement for recognition as the tangata whenua of Aotearoa was at its peak. 
So many young New Zealand born Pacific islanders joined the protests and riots as means of liberation. The 
New Zealand government and white people in returned labelled them as troublemakers, coconuts and 
gangsters. On other side of the coin, those Islanders that were neutral and aimed to achieve in society wanted 
to have an identity that was dissociated from these societal stereotypes. 
22 A good example of this is the case discussed by Melanie Anae. She writes that her parents who are both 
Samoans prefered their children to speak English even though Samoan was the vernacular they (parents and 
relatives) spoke at home. See “O A’u/I – My Identity” in Making our Place: Growing up PI in New Zealand, ed. 
Peggy Fairbairn-Dunlop and Gabrielle Makisi (Palmerston North: Dumore Press Ltd, 2003), 90. She writes “my 
parents spoke English to us kids all the time: Samoan, their mother tongue was reserved for speaking to each 
other and older members of the ‘aiga… We could all understand Samoan anyway.’ See also her work Fofoa-i-
Vao-Ese: The Identity Journeys of the New Zealand-Born Samoan, (PhD thesis, University of Auckland, 1998). In 
this work and in most of her articles she cites the following: “I am – A Samoan, but not a Samoan…I am – a 
New Zealander, but not a New Zealander…To New Zealanders I am a ‘bloody coconut’ at worst , a ‘Pacific 
Islander’ at best… “ 
23 S. May, R. Hill, and S. Tiakiwai, Bilingual/Immersion Education: Indicators of Good Practice: Final Report to 
the Ministry of Education (Wellington: Ministry of Education, 2004). The report is unpaginated. 
24 It did not matter whether it was the father or the mother’s maiden name. As long as it was European, their 
children were accepted and enrolled at Malifa, the elite school. There were, however, loopholes that 
permitted children with grandmothers with a European last/maiden name to enroll at Malifa. My father was 
one such case. For schooling, he had to take up his grandmother’s Irish maiden name. Otherwise, he would not 
have been eligible because his father was an indigenous Samoan High chief.  
25 Talitiga Venasio Sele shared his experience from his High School time: “The daily schedule and curriculum for 
Fia Iloa and Samoana were different. Fia Iloa’s curriculum was based on United States standards, whereas the 
Samoana one was on a new innovative educational television approach imported into American Samoa… It 
was very obvious that the two high schools academic programs were not comparable to each other. I was a 
little dismayed at the elite reputation of the Fia Iloa School where the individual’s intelligence was measured 
by the English proficiency. I also witnessed that some of these english speaking students could not function 
well in advance matematics and chemistry courses.” Vanessa. Memoirs of a Samoan, Catholic, and Fa’afafine 
(Baltimore: Publish America, 2007), 26. 
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the English speaking group, the  expatriates and Samoan half-castes,and Samoana for the 

Samoans.26   While the intention was to educate the Samoans to be familiar with the way of 

the colonisers, unconsciously this educational system planted a mentality that everything 

Samoan, and especially the Samoan language, was inferior to that of the papalagi, the white 

people. This was enforced by rules which stressed camouflaging one’s identity through the 

prohibition of the Samoan vernacular once the students entered the school compound.27  

Apparently, this was not particular to Samoa but was an experience with other Pacific island 

nations under colonial rule. Alluding to this, Epelu Hauofa wrote that: 

The Pacific Islands educational systems are an essential tool for development toward 

greater incorporation into the regional economy and society. They are also a vital 

instrument for the development of elite groups tied to Australia and New Zealand and 

increasingly to each other. The medium of instruction in all secondary schools, with 

the exception of schools in the French colonies, is English.28  

Apart from the imposition of the English language, the colonial educational system was also 

enforced Pacific-wide. As a result, “tens of thousands of Polynesian and Fiji Indian minds 

have been and are being conditioned by the New Zealand educational system as many people 

of my generation were conditioned by the British System and the Senior Cambridge 

Examination.”29 And sadly:  

Given the absolute size of island populations, the proportion of island people affected 

by the educational systems of Australia and New Zealand, and therefore mentally and 

emotionally attuned to these countries, is quite staggering. Since these are the people 

who comprise the ruling classes of their communities it is not at all surprising that 

                                                 

26 The Samoan children could attend Fia Iloa only if they passed the English placement examination. 
27 Note that church schools are not included because they were/are run by the church adminstrators. The 
Schools referred to here are Malifa Primary School, Leifiifi Intermediate School and Samoa College. They 
are/were the government top primary, intermediate and college (elite) schools located in the town area. 
Malifa Primary in the early years was an elite school set up for the children of the expatriates. Samoan children 
with English last names or who had an English parent were allowed to enrol. Eventually it was opened to the 
wider community with restrictions, one of which was the use of the English language as the only mode of 
communication. Leifiifi Intermediate, on the other hand, was set up to cater for the students with the highest 
marks (Top 5% island wide) from the National examination. Samoa College also served the same purpose. It 
enrolled only the students who passed (again top 5%) the national examination with the highest marks and 
whose first choice it was to go to Samoa College – with the exception of  a few that entered through the cracks 
(fa’atonu students, meaning those who didn’t make it markwise but got enrolled through their parents 
connection as politicians, high chief, church ministers and known academics). In other words, it was 
considered by Samoans that the students that were educated at Leifiifi (Top Intermediate school) and made it 
to Samoa College (Top College) are/were the cream of the nation and the brainies of Samoa.  
28 Epeli Hauofa, “The New South Pacific Society: Integration and Independence,” in Class and Culture in the 
South Pacific, eds. Antony Hooper et al (Auckland: University of Auckland Centre for Pacific Studies, 1987), 4.  
29 Hauofa, “The New South Pacific Society: Integration and Independence,” 4. 
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development policies of the islands are increasingly and smoothly synchronised with 

policies set in Canberra and Wellington, the main centres of control for our region.30 

Not counted is this estimation is the greater influence of the United States of America on her 

colonies in Guam, Marshall Islands. Mariana Islands and American Samoa, and the French 

hold on her protectorates in French Polynesia and New Caledonia. 

Tama’itai theology, therefore, privileges the use of Samoan concepts and language as an 

important Samoan/Oceanian contribution to the feminist-liberation movement.31 This is also 

reflected in the way this work travels mostly on relatively uncharted terrains and values the 

use of the Samoan indigenous concepts. Hence the attempt to be bi-cultural and bi-lingual 

between Samoan and English throughout. Furthermore, the tama’itai Sāmoana theology 

extends from the Pacific liberation movement that not only sees the preference of the Western 

lifeways and influence on the church as problematic, but also the Oceanian male domination 

in the family, church and society as a whole. Tama’itai theology attempts to keep the 

equilibrium by providing a bridge above and through the strong patri-kyriarchal Western and 

Pacific male cultural currents by empowering Sāmoana people to find culturally specific 

re/solutions to their issues and challenges. It is also my response to the call from the 

ecumenical bodies such as the WCC and CWM for the need to re-image “woman” in the 

image of God, to be the mission to the margin and to the marginalised communities.  

In order to maintain its Samoana-ness/originality, this work strongly engages mainly with the 

Samoan/Oceanian culture and literature. And due to space constraint, and to avoid diverging 

from the primarily Sāmoan context of this, less time is spent in connecting this research with 

the existing theological debates. Plus, as I have mentioned above, I have already thoroughly 

covered this academic literature in my previous research. However, to understand the logic of 

my construction and to better understand the stance of my tama’ita’i theology, I will briefly 

touch on the literature of feminist theological research, in order to locate it in the collective 

global voice of feminist-liberationist community. Below a brief synopsis is given of the 

relevant feminist literature on the topic, as well as a constructive-critical perspective on the 

various theories about how women worldwide are dealing with their marginalisation, 

submission and oppression.  

                                                 

30 Hauofa, “The New South Pacific Society: Integration and Independence,” 4. 
31 Konai H Thanman is one Pacific academic that has been at the forefront in promoting the decolonisation of 
Pacific thought and studies. See for instance her “Decolonising Pacific Studies: Indigenous Perspectives,” The 
Contemporary Pacific 15, no. 1 (spring 2003): 1-17. 



Introduction 

 

11 

 

In other words, I will not elaborate in a literature review how international feminist 

theologians are addressing the issue theoretically and practically at the local, regional and 

global level. Instead I have chosen to briefly summarise the thoughts of the selected 

theologians/scholars with whose work I am most familiar, or those I know personally, either 

as mentors, colleagues or as friends. Note that their views are not representative of the 

extraordinary complexity of decades of feminist scholarship and space does not allow for a 

thorough literature review of their contribution. My intention in citing and including their 

views is to affirm that gender-based violence is a longstanding issue.  

There is a growing awareness that “feminist writing of history has to break through the 

silence of androcentric sources and their androcentric interpretation.”32 This process, called 

by Carla Ricci as the “exegesis of silence,” is fundamental in correlating and identifying that 

the experiences of marginalisation and submission to men connects all women, regardless of 

their location, race, creed, and faith orientation.33 While I acknowledge that my Sāmoana 

theologising or re-theologising has been influenced by the work and the scholarship of those I 

have used as sources or acknowledged personally or generally, my tama’itai theology draws 

from the Samoan indigenous well and wealth of knowledge learned originally from my 

parents and Samoan/indigenous ancestors.  

What I later learned as feminist wisdom from books, I was already informally immersed in by 

my mother, who was the first Samoan woman of mixed heritage I noticed had a double last 

name. This was the clue, I later discovered, to her being a feminist, in the sense that she 

believed that justice can only be achieved if men and women were given equal opportunities 

to explore who they are meant to be as human beings. I did not understand then the 

significance of her double last name. But I was already curious at a young age to find out 

why I did not have the same last name as hers, and why our last name was the name of our 

father.34.  

                                                 

32 Luise Schottroff, Silvia Schroer and Marie-Therese Wacker Feminist Interpetation: The Bible in Women’s 
Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 181. 
33 For more on the “exegesis of silence” see, Carla Ricci, Mary Magdalene and Many Others: Women Who 
Followed Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994). For information on the need for women to break the 
silence, see also Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “Das Schweigen brechen sichtbar werden,” Concilium 21, (1985): 
387-98. 
34 Most fanau a faifeau (pastor’s children) carry the names of their fathers (biological or adopted) as their last 
name. Further detail on why it is so, is not revelant for this paper. 
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Contextualization and de-mythologisation, on the other hand, was already in the curriculum 

of my father for his Wednesday night classes with his parishioners. He used chants, songs 

and plays to teach indigenous knowledge and interweave them with/in the Christian gospel 

stories. His teachings of Sāmoana socio-cultural and religious traditions influenced my 

formulation of a new Samoan theological and anthropological construction of female in the 

image of God. My most influential mentor, the late Professor Letty Russell, helped me to 

identify the feminist theological language in the wealth of indigenous knowledge that I 

already knew. And she challenged me to develop a specifically Samoan/Pacific theology and 

give it a distinct tama’itai voice.35 You must never allow your theology/ies to be subjected to 

western theologies and thinking, she reminded. Claim you voice and affirm your place in 

academia. And this work follows the advice of this prominent pioneer scholar of theology. 

All theologies are contextually/locally specific and universally adoptable. The theological 

anthropology of tama’itai Sāmoana, therefore, is connected and has the same merit as other 

existing theologies in the academic literature. The only difference is that, it is distinctively an 

original indigenous tama’itai Samoana contribution.   

The Call to Re-image Woman in the Image of God: Feminist Theories and 

Theologies 

Internationally, feminism and feminist theories provide a critical lens for analysing the forces 

causing the marginalisation, oppression and subordination, of women to men.36 These 

theories “interrogate structures of male dominance and of patriarchy, and their accompanying 

systems of gender. In examining patriarchy, feminist theories expose the structures, such as 

class, race, region, religion, sexuality and nationality that subordinate and oppress women.”37 

In the church for instance, “male stream Christian theology classically viewed gender and 

roles assigned to gender as part of God’s created order and therefore universal and eternal.”38 

This view was challenged in an earlier century, for instance, by the courageous women who 

worked closely with Elisabeth Cady Stanton (1895-98) on what became the famous 

                                                 

35 To assist in the formulation of my Tama’itai theology, Russell gifted me as a guide her book Becoming 
Human (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press,1982). 
36 Rita Nakashima Brock, “Feminist Theories” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. 
Shannon Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 117. 
37 Brock, “Feminist Theories,”117. 
38 Sally S. Purvis, “Gender Construction,”in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. Shannon 
Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 124. 
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“Woman’s Bible.” This Bible was for many women “an appropriate expression of their 

suffering at the hands of the structures of women’s oppression found in the church’s 

congregations and the state’s politics.”39 Furthermore, it became the foundational source of 

inspiration for the different waves of feminism that started what is known as the feminist 

liberation movement. And their interpretation reflected a group of women “searching today 

for a feminist interpretation of the Bible that is rooted in the feminist critical consciousness 

that women and men are fully human and fully equal.”40 These early foremothers are credited 

with beginning the movement, but according to Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza:  

...only in the context of the wo/men’s movements of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries have feminists begun to explore the implications and possibilities of a 

critical hermeneutics that takes the institutional silencing of wo/men in biblical 

religions into account.41 

 

In taking this into account, many feminist women and men argue that gender is a social 

construction of humans and not a factor determined by one’s genes and biological make up. 

The social construction of gender “is a major component of the power structure and ideology 

of many societal systems, including the economy, the polity, the family, the elite professions, 

and religious institutions.”42 As a result, “analysis of social construction of gender... has been 

a foundational feature of feminism in general and Christian feminism in particular.”43 Note 

that the “understanding of gender as socially constructed is not universally accepted.”44 

However, there is a growing awareness among contemporary feminist thinkers of how our 

consciousness is shaped by the gender representations of symbols:45 that is, the “analysis of 

gendered representation shows that the absence of an empowering female symbol system 

both reflects and effects the subordination of women.”46 Regardless of the strand of Christian 

feminist theologies, all:  

                                                 

39 Schottroff, Schroer, and Wacker, Feminist Interpretation: The Bible in Women’s Perspective, 4. 
40 Letty M. Russell, “Introduction,” in Feminist Interpretation of the Bible, ed. Letty M. Russell (Philadelphia: 
The Westminster Press, 1985), 14. 
41 Elisabeth S. Fiorenza, “Feminist Hermeneutics,”in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. 
Shannon Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 99. 
42 Adair T. Lummis, “Gendered Institutions,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. 
Shannon Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 125-126. 
43Purvis, “Gender Construction,” 124-5. 
44Purvis, “Gender Construction,” 125. 
45 Mary T. Condren, “Gendered Representation,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. 
Shannon Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 126. 
46 Condren, “Gendered Representation,” 126. 
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...seek symbols of the divine that function to endorse women, build just and equal 

relations in the community of women and men, and increasingly, create harmony 

between humanity and the living earth itself.47 

 

This is also my hope as I establish a Tama’ita’i Sāmoana theology in the image of God. We 

still have a long road to travel as churches in Sāmoa and Oceania, when it comes to women’s 

active participation in theological education and leadership in the church. The reality 

discussed in Virginia Woolf’s 1928 essay A Room of One’s Own, on women’s writing is our 

reality today.48 We are like the multiple fictional women characters she introduces, floating as 

“outsiders” around the world of male supremacy. And in situations where there are women 

inside, they belong either to the group of insignificant and “othered” persons, or they become 

the primary advocates and front liners for the patriarchal-kyriarchal system.  

Woolf’s message and challenge is for women writers and marginalised individuals to seek 

access to the privileges enjoyed by “privileged men” alone, as it is a necessity to have a 

personal space and a place to call “a room of one’s own” to write.49 And in this room, having 

a lock on the door metaphorically alludes to having “the power to think for oneself.”50 The 

following section presents women who have succeeded through the feminist movement in 

securing not only their place in academia but have stood at the forefront lobbying and 

advocating for change. Their work, courage and perseverance hopefully will serve as an 

incentive for the young generation of Samoana to also embrace their voice and join in the call 

for the re-imaging of tama’ita’i in the image of God. 

Selected International (Christian) Feminist Voices 

As a movement, the rainbow of feminist-liberation theologies not only named the problem, 

but also identified the clues for transformation. In the biblical context, it was a reality that 

“from the time of the Fathers (sic) right through the period of the Renaissance and the 

Reformation, theologians believed that women were created by God to be subordinate to men 

by the order of nature.”51 The father was the head of the family (paterfamilias), and the 

woman was to bear heirs for her husband.  

                                                 

47 Elisabeth A. Johnson, “God,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. Shannon Clarkson 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 130. 
48 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (Oxford University Press, 1994). The essay was written in 1929. 
49Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, 4. 

50Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, 5. 
51 Jane Dempsey Douglass, Women Freedom & Calvin (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1985), 73. 
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An Israelite woman’s life revolved around her role as a daughter to her father, wife to her 

husband and mother to her son/s. Phyllis A. Bird summarises the situation of the First/Old 

Testament women as “that of non-person; where she does become visible it is as a dependent, 

and usually an inferior, in a male-centered and male-dominated society...52 As far as ranking 

is concerned, “she is always inferior to the male. Only in her role as mother, is she accorded 

status and honour equivalent to a man’s. Nevertheless, she is always subject to the authority 

of some male (father, husband, or brother).”53 

Esther Fuch adds, “although motherhood is the most exalted female role in the biblical 

narrative, the biblical mother-figures attain neither the human nor the literary complexity of 

their male counterparts.”54 This is because “the patriarchal framework of the biblical story 

prevents the mother figure from becoming a full-fledged human role model, while its 

androcentric perspective confines her to a limited literary role, largely subordinated to the 

biblical male protagonists.”55 Schottroff, on the other hand, proposes that demystification will 

be helpful in dismantling the patriarchal structures since “the torrent of androcentric and 

patriarchal publications that pour from the established institutions is an often suffocating and 

discouraging impediment...”56 subjecting methodologically “the reigning biblical scholarship 

to an analysis of patriarchy.”57 

Asian women’s experience of being woman is shaped by the understanding that the male is 

more important in the family, society, and religion. Kwok Pui-Lan defines Asian Feminist 

theology as: 

a cry, a plea, an invocation. It emerges from the wounds that hurt, the scars that hardly 

disappear, the stories that have no ending. Feminist theology in Asia is ... scribed on 

the hearts of many that feel the pain, and yet dare to hope.58 

 

Many are either victim-survivors or descendants of women who “were systematically 

exploited and sexually abused under colonialism and the military control of Asia... Asian 

                                                 

52Alice Ogden Bellis, Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes: Women’s Stories in the Hebrew Bible (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994), 56. 
53 Bellis, Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes, 57. 
54 Esther Fuchs, “The Literary Characterization of Mothers and Sexual Politics in the Hebrew Bible,” in Feminist 
Perspectives on Biblical Scholarship, ed. Adela Yarbro Collins (SBL Scholarship in North America 10, Chico, 
California: Scholars Press, 1985), 136. 
55 Fuchs,“The Literary Characterization of Mothers,”136. 
56 Luise Schottroff, Feminist Interpretation: The Bible in Women’s Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1998), 237 
57Schottroff, Feminist Interpretation, 237 
58 Kwok Pui-Lan, Introducing Asian Feminist Theology (Sheffield: Sheffield Acsdemic Press, 2000), 32. 
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feminist theologies emerged as a response to these multiple forms of oppression.”59 In 

breaking their silence and rising up with one voice these: 

Asian Christian women emphasize that women in the Bible are divided by race, class 

and religion, just as women are today. The Bible is a product of complex interaction 

among many cultures. Discovering the cultural dynamics shaping the biblical 

narrative helps us understand how the Bible functions cross-culturally.60 

These Christian women are encouraged and inspired to “find Jesus liberating not as a male 

but as a person who led a particular way of life... Jesus exemplifies a way of relating to God 

and to the world that is significant for Christians.”61 Others “used the myths, legends, and 

cultural resources from Asia to reappropriate biblical stories.”62 

As for the European women, they did not remain tolerant of being treated submissively in a 

socio-religious context that considered them secondary in status, inferior in rank and 

insignificant in relations. Some resorted in the early centuries to mysticism professing their 

love of God and for God as a way of life. Speaking about women’s relationship with God, 

mystics like Hildegard von Bingen reasoned “that, before the fall, Eve looked up to God and 

not to Adam.”63 And Teresa of Avila, “presupposed that the marital relationship to a man 

deprives a woman of the dignity that she obtains alone in the immediate relation to God.”64 

Some identify the bible as the patriarchal book that sanctions the exclusion of women. These 

women have used their wilderness experience in a positive way by claiming that women “are 

not in exile, but the church is in the exodus with us. God’s Shekinah, Holy Wisdom, the 

Mother-face of God has fled from the high thrones of patriarchy and has gone into exodus 

with us.”65 As a contribution towards the feminist movement, some European women 

theologians committed to “taking seriously the legacy of European imperialism and of racism 

within Europe itself.”66 In identifying imperialism and racism as tools used in their era of 

colonisation and christianisation of the world, European feminist liberation theologians 

                                                 

59Kwok Pui-Lan, “Asian Feminist Theologies,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. 
Shannon Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 100-101. 
60Pui-Lan, “Asian Feminist Theologies,” 101-102. 
61Pui-Lan, “Asian Feminist Theologies,” 102. 
62Pui-Lan, “Asian Feminist Theologies,” 101. 
63 Dorothee Soelle, The Silent Cry: Mysticism and Resistance (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 129. 
64Soelle, The Silent Cry, 129. 
65 Rosemary Reuther, Women-Church: Theology and Practice. (New York, Harper & Row, 1985), 72. 
66 Mary C. Grey, “European Feminist Theologies,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. 
Shannon Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 104. 
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attempted “to enter into dialogue with women theologians from the southern hemisphere with 

the intention of being in solidarity in the struggle against the many oppressions.”67  

Mary C. Grey, for instance, acknowledges that the notable events and “catalysts for the 

development of the diverse European feminist theologies were the Second Vatican Council 

(1962-65), the work of the World Council of Churches, the influence of the feminist 

movement and the rise of multi-disciplinary women’s studies...”68 As for the positioning of 

women in the margin in their exclusion, she claims that it is not about bemoaning the 

marginal status, rather: 

(i)t is to challenge the centre from the margins. It is also to regroup on the margins, in 

the discovery of new forms of community, with new meanings for ancient symbols 

and rituals,... the margin becomes the centre for a new process of growth.69 

It is only from the margin and from the wilderness experiences that women use their 

powerlessness to transform, unmasked and dismantle the discourse of patriarchy.70  

Women of other faith traditions also established the strands of feminism and joined or 

worked alongside the Christian feminist movement. Judith Plaskow, an American Jewish 

feminist scholar, for instance, was instrumental in constructing a theology that brought 

women from the margin to the centre. She refers to Exodus 19: 14-15, where it is clear that 

women were not among those prepared to receive the divine covenant.71 In the early 1970s, 

Jewish feminism “emerged as an attempt to describe and protest the subordination of women 

within the Jewish tradition.”72 They, “like their Christian counterparts, have been sharply 

critical of hierarchical dualisms, particularly the association of groups of human beings with 

oppositional categories such as spiritual-material or sacred-profane.”73 As an alternative in the 

search “to transform traditional imagery, feminist experiments with God-language, [they] 

                                                 

67 Grey, “European Feminist Theologies,” 104. 
68 Grey, “European Feminist Theologies,”102-103. 
69 Grey, The Wisdom of Fools: Seeking Revelation for Today (London: Mary Grey & SPCK, 1993), 17. 
70 Grey, The Wisdom, 17. 
71 See Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective (San Francisco, Harper & 
Row, 1990). 
72 Judith Plaskow, “Jewish Feminist Theologies,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. 
Shannon Clarkson. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 105. 
73 Plaskow, “Jewish Feminist Theologies,” 105. 
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have both altered the gendering of God and reconceptualised God’s nature and power in far-

reaching terms.”74  

The common thread that links the feminist movement as a global body is its emphasis on the 

well-being of women. The North American feminists have not only questioned why “both 

male images and language have predominated traditionally. They have (also) recovered 

female images, both human and divine, forgotten in scripture and in Christian and Jewish 

traditions.”75 In another context: 

Latin American feminist theology finds itself in a vital process of self-construction, 

oriented more by what we seek than by what we know. The self-awareness that we 

Latin American women are bearers of divinity strengthens the value of our own 

identity and places us in an attitude of dialogue with other religious expressions.76 

And in seeking and longing for a just world, Maria P. Aquinos asserts that:  

(N)o future is possible without justice for women. No future is feasible without 

human rights for women. No future is viable without meeting women’s basic needs. 

No future of feminist Christianity can flourish without a just world.77 

In other words, a just and peaceful world will only be realized when there are rights and 

justice for all of humanity and creation. To the question “what does it mean to be human and 

woman?” Mercy Amba Oduyoye answers that it is for women to be “made in the image of 

God (as in the case of men), [while] we find ourselves struggling for the meaning for such 

momentous affirmation in view of the realities we live as women.”78 As women of Africa: 

(o)ne discovers Jesus as a man who related to women as human beings, to be 

respected and to be trusted. He accepted their friendship and service and hospitality. 

He rendered them service, teaching them, healing them, waking up their dead, saving 

them from exploitation and victimization. He himself undertook much that was seen 

as women’s roles and attitudes. As a compassionate and caring one who anticipated 

people’s needs, Jesus was a mother par excellence. Therefore, when we meet certain 

                                                 

74 Plaskow, “Jewish Feminist Theologies,”106. 
75 May, “North American Feminist Theologies,” 107. 
76 Maria Pilar Aquino, “Latin American Feminist Theology,” trans. Sharon H. Ringe in Dictionary of Feminist 
Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. Shannon Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 114. 
77 Maria Pilar Aquino, “Analysis, Interconnectedness, and Peace Building for a Just World,” in New Feminist 
Christianity: Many Voices, Many Views, eds. Mary E. Hunt & Diann L. Neu (Vermont: Skylight Paths Publishing, 
2010), 41. 
78 Mercy Amba Oduyoye, “African Feminist Theology,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. 
Russell and J. Shannon Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 113. 
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women as regularly among his followers from Galilee to Golgotha and the tomb, we 

see a real example of solidarity among caring people.79 

One of the underlying issues is that “the African continent’s history of colonialism and 

western imperialism causes a dilemma for African women theologians and activities at 

large.”80 So, “acts of individual resistance to injustice and inequality in the church are seen as 

immoral rather than scriptural... This often leaves women vulnerable. For some women it just 

silences them.”81 In spite of the many years of struggle for freedom, theologising for actions 

and reflections: 

African women’s theology is yet to achieve bold naming and denunciation of injustice 

in church and society. The cardinal need to uphold community solidarity at times gets 

in the way of announcing and working for the liberation and fullness we stand for. Yet 

we all would say that being feminist is refusing to keep silent about issues of life, 

especially if they are oppressive to women.82 

Oduyoye has rightly pointed out why injustice in church and society blossoms worldwide in 

community-oriented societies amidst the call for actions in eliminating all forms of 

oppression. Often in Sāmoa for instance, the choice to stand as “I- the individual person” for 

what is just and right is compromised by the demand to be the “I- the We corporate, or 

collective self.” And to survive in such a tightly-knit environment, silence is expected and 

sometimes enforced. The ones who choose to speak up against issues of injustice face the 

consequences of either being punished and cast out – or they must flee for either their safety 

and/or sanity.  

Speaking specifically for the Oceanian context, the demand to be in solidarity as a 

community, especially on controversial issues such as women’s rights has been the norm. 

Many Oceanian women, however, know that they have a voice and that they need to speak 

out. While we, as indigenous people, have initiated changes that are needed for ourselves, I, 

like Mary Grey, credit the World Council of Churches especially for becoming a catalyst for 

                                                 

79 Mercy Amba Oduyoye “Women’s Presence in the Life and Teaching of Jesus with Particular Emphasis on His 
Passion,” The Ecumenical Review 60, no. 1-2 (2008): 82-89. See also Mercy Amba Oduyoye, Beads and Strands: 
Reflections of an African Woman on Christianity in Africa (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2004). 
80 Musimbi Kanyoro, “African Women’s Quest for Justice: A Review of African Women’s Theology” in Women’s 
Theology: Pacific Perspectives, Report of Weavers Consultation, Suva, Fiji, 26-30 November 1995 (Suva: Pacific 
T heological College, 1995), 77. 
81 Kanyoro, “African Women’s Quest for Justice,” 77. 
82 Oduyoye, “African Feminist Theology,” 114. 
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change for women in the church in Oceania and worldwide.83 WCC’s activities “stimulated 

much attention to the position of women in church and society. From its inception there had 

been a gender awareness.”84 The Ecumenical Decade (1988-1998) is described by Oduyoye 

as “irruption within an irruption.” Women dared to rise up and “many women of Africa spoke 

up and were reprimanded, others were excommunicated by the churches, and still others lost 

their positions in the church.”85 Directly relevant to this work is how the World Council of 

Churches’ “Study on the Community of Women and Men in the Church” (SCWMC, gathered 

in a book called In God’s Image: Reflections on Identity, Human Wholeness and the 

Authority of the Scripture) persuaded me to follow with similar research for my context. 

Pacific Islands/Oceanian Feminist Theology 

The World Council of Churches declared 1988-1998 the “Ecumenical Decade: Churches in 

Solidarity with Women.” Its member churches were called to work in solidarity in honouring 

the contribution of their womenfolk. This catalyst call “provided the platform for many 

women to relate to each other, cultivate mutual exchange and support and build networks and 

alliances on common issues.”86 The trickle-down effect of this call also reached the shores of 

Oceania when in 1985 the seeds for the development of Pacific Islands Feminist Theology 

were indirectly planted.87  

The South Pacific Association for Theological Schools (SPATS) embraced the idea promoted 

by World Council of Churches’ mandate, and in 1989 hosted for the first time a “Women in 

                                                 

83 The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of 235 member churches from 110 countries whose main goal 
is Christian unity. The WCC profess “the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Savior according to the scriptures, and 
therefore seek to fulfil together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” 
Visit www.wcc-coe.org for further information on this ecumenical movement. 
84 Grey, “European Feminist Theologies,”103. 
85 Musimbi Kanyoro, “Engendering Community Theology,” in Hope Abundant: Third World and Indigenous 
Women’s Theology, ed. Pui-Lan Kwok (New York: Orbis Books, 2010), 33. 
86 Angela Wai Ching Wong, “Women Doing Theology with the Asian Ecumenical Movement,” in Hope 
Abundant: Third World and Indigenous Women’s Theology, ed. Pui-Lan Kwok (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2010), 
45. 36-50. 
87 Female students from various island nations and denominations in Oceania began writing academic papers 
on women in the church. See, for instance: Ronite Manaima, “A Reflection on the Role of Women in the 
Kiribati Context in Relation to Culture,” (BD Academic Paper, PTC, 1988); Carolina Teriiatetofa, “Women and 
the Ordained Ministry of the Church with Reference to the Evangelical Church of French Polynesia,” (B.D 
Academic Paper, PTC, 1988); Roina Fa’atauva’a, “The Ordination of Women: A Critical Study of the Present 
Status of Women in Samoa with the Reference to the Methodist Church in Samoa,” (B.D Thesis, PTC, 1991); 
Tlaia Taeia, “Women in the Tuvalu Church,” (B.D Academic Paper, PTC, 1991); TiTilia Vakadewavosa, “The 
Changing Role of Women and Ministry in the Methodist Church,” (B.D thesis, OTC, 1992); Fololeni Tofakitau, 
“Women in the Ministry of the Church Tonga” (B.D thesis, PTC, 1993).  
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Ministry” consultation in Tonga.88 The need to urgently have an arm program of SPATS that 

advocated for women in ministry and theological education was raised at this meeting. A 

group of committed international ecumenical women which consisted of Rev Dr Lydia 

Johnson, Dr Keiti Ann Kanongata, Mrs Tilisi Bryce, Mrs Sue Halapua, Mrs Lisa Meo and 

others, took this mandate and started forming a group for the SPATS program for women in 

ministry/theological education. They called this program “Weavers” and in 1991 they 

recruited theologically trained women to be members. I was one of the three female students 

from the Pacific Theological College recruited to be among the first members of Weavers. 

Young and conforming to what our sending church expected of us, we were to behave as 

spouses of our husbands while representing our churches. Weavers indirectly became our 

(female theological students) safe protective haven as our theological seed was slowly 

nurtured to growth, growing inch by inch, roots and shoots. As a member, I, together with 

other PTC students, participated, as observers, at the first Weavers Consultation in 1991 and 

Dr. Sr Keiti Ann, who was appointed by the WCC to be the consultant for theological 

education at the Pacific Conference of Churches, was the guest speaker. Her theology of 

birthing as a process and method was so powerful that it stirred in me an uncontrollable 

eruption that was ready to burst out and spring forth theologically  

Being the first Pacific born and bred woman with a doctorate in Missiology, Dr Sister 

Kanongata’a inspired me to strive further up the academic theological ladder. I still vividly 

remember the smile on her face as a Samoan woman participant criticised her for speaking 

about something she would never experience as a Roman Catholic Sister. As the roaring 

cheers of the crowd, who were mostly Samoan theological students, faded slowly, 

Kanongata’a, the Mother Superior of the Sisters of our Lady of Nazareth (SLN) then, calmly 

but with firmness, responded to the spouse of the Principal of Malua Theological College that 

she was right from her perspective. But her theology of birthing was based on having the 

first-hand experience of being with the mothers in their childbirth pain and seeing that pain 

turned to joy, once the mothers held their new-born child in the arms. Theology of birthing, 

she explained, was like that.  

                                                 

88 Winston Halapua, “Welcome,” in Women’s Theology: Pacific Perspectives, Report of Weavers Consultation, 
Suva, Fiji, 24 November 1995 (Suva: Pacific Theological College, 1995), 1. SPATS is the acronym for South 
Pacific Association of Theological Schools. Refer back to discussion in the Introduction. 
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She challenged the Pacific women to come out of their confinement in the womb. I took that 

challenge into my studies, and as a result, I was not only birthed theologically at PTC but I 

also established my own theological voice. I am now giving birth to the tama’itai Samoana 

theology. Interestingly, I have never once heard Keiti Ann, as she is known to me, call herself 

a Pacific/Feminist theologian, even though she is a strong advocate for women. Later on, at 

the second Weavers Consultation in 1995, she presented on domestic theology. She pointed 

out that “our ears are getting tired of the word ‘domestic’; domestic violence, domestic 

chores, but I have not heard of domestic theology.” 89  Kanongataa stressed that “ ... we must 

seed our theology back home... There is no union of two human beings so close as that of a 

husband and wife.” 90 She continued that, “developing a domestic theology... will involve 

addressing issues of marriage, family relationships, culture, sexuality and violence.”91 To 

address these issues, claims this writing, the home must first be a safe place for the tama’itai 

and everyone in the household. 

Lisa Meo, on the other hand, my former class mate and spouse of the Principal of PTC at the 

time, was the first Oceanian woman I met in the church who proudly called herself a feminist 

theologian. I learned from walking alongside her as she coached me to “rise up young 

woman” (talitha kumi) and speak out theologically without fear against the injustices in the 

system/s.92 We graduated and she became the first coordinator of Weavers. The Oceanian 

female folk that started theological education at PTC at this time benefitted greatly as Lisa 

advocated with passion for financial assistance from the ecumenical partners so they could 

complete their studies. It must be acknowledged that Weavers bloomed right from its 

inception because the spouses of the pioneer members were not only their greatest supporters 

but many were also the decision makers for PTC and SPATS. 

Since the establishment of Weavers, more Pacific female students, especially those that came 

from churches that forbade them to study, followed suit to begin or continue their studies in 

theology. The World Council of Churches provided scholarships for Weavers to support 

these women. As a result, more women felt confident to write and theologise about women’s 

                                                 

89 Keiti Ann Kanongataa, “Domestic Theology,” in Women’s Theology: Pacific Perspectives, Report of Weavers 
Consultation, Suva, Fiji, 26-30 November 1995 (Suva: Pacific Theological College, 1995), 94. 
90 Kanongataa, “Domestic Theology,” 94-5. 
91 Kanongataa, “Domestic Theology,” 94. 
92 Lisa Cati Meo, “The Role of the Church in Combating the Exploitation of Women Garment Workers in Fiji, 
(MTh thesis, 1993). 
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issues. Eventually, a steady and growing number of Pacific Island church women turned to 

writing to affirm boldly, without hesitation that “the structures of Pacific Island societies are 

relatively patriarchal, and this has been encouraged and strengthened through Christianity. 

Women are regarded as second-class citizens and are almost passive listeners to any decision 

of the community.”93 Although few in number, these Pacific feminist theologians take “the 

message of Jesus to heart and appl(y) it, through advocacy and empowerment ... In this way, 

the women will take their equal place alongside men and fully participate in decision making 

by utilizing their long buried talents.”94 These women and men:  

are parts of an emerging movement for change of structures that hinder better 

opportunities and equality for women. These theologies appeal to the scriptural 

affirmation that both male and female are created in God’s image and believe in the 

liberating acts of God that bring forth justice, transformation of life and the full 

humanity and participation of women.95 

I belong to this growing group whose shared passion is to be practitioners and agents of 

transformational change in Sāmoana, so that men and women can harmoniously live in 

peace.96 This is where my Tama’ita’i Sāmoana theology is located. Geographically, Sā 

Moana /Oceania is seen from the outside and on the world map as just tiny insignificant dots 

of islands floating on what is called the Pacific Ocean. What good is there in Oceania? Just as 

there was goodness coming out of Nazareth through Jesus Christ, Oceania, as the “watery 

continent,” is what keeps the whole world inter-connected. And our land mass is not defined 

by its limitedness and smallness but by the vastness of the ocean surrounding our islands and 

connecting the whole universe/earth. So the proposed Tama’ita’i theology is not only 1) 

particular for Sāmoa as a nation; 2) and regional for Sā Moana family as inhabitant of the 

island nations in Oceania; 3) but also universal for Sāmoana as God’s created people.97 

 

                                                 

93 Lisa Meo, “Pacific Island Feminist Theologies,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell & J. 
Shannon Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 108. 
94 Meo, “Pacific Island Feminist Theologies,” 110. 
95 Meo, “Pacific Island Feminist Theologies,” 109. 
96 See for instance, Gwen Deverell “What are Pacific Church Women Talking About?” Pacific Perspective 11, no. 
2 (1982): 68-70. Deverell, an expatriate who has made the Pacific her home, writes that Pacific women have 
lived according to the Christian ethics that reinforced the traditional Pacific views on/towards women. This is 
supported by examining the biblical stories in Genesis, for instance, that re/interprets women’s roles as 
submissive 
97 Refer to the poem at the beginning of this writing for further understanding on the meaning and usage of 
Sāmoana as theology that is local, regional and global in application. 



Introduction 

 

24 

 

Selected Tama’itai Sāmoa Theologies 

The connection and influence of the World Council of Churches and Council for World 

Mission in the Pacific, especially with regards to Pacific women in/and theological education, 

can be traced to the increased presence of women in the theological classroom, at the Pacific 

Theological College and the theological schools of a lot of its Pacific member churches. As a 

PTC graduate from the CCCAS, I endured the reality of marginalisation for theologically 

trained women upon returning home to serve. The next wave of Samoan born and raised 

women, who accompanied their spouses on their scholarship a couple of years later, also 

joined the Master’s Program at the Pacific Theological College. 

Note that the mainline churches (Methodist and Congregational) in both parts of Sāmoa are 

yet to allow women to enter as candidates on their own merit. Women married to theological 

students receive certificates of completion for the introductory courses that they take while on 

campus with their husbands The Samoan women that have graduated with Masters in 

Theology from Fiji are the wives of the students sent on a scholarship by the churches. 

Kanana Fou was the first theological Seminary from either part of Sāmoa to have a woman 

graduate at the Master’s level in Theology. This was followed at Piula Theological College in 

the person of Mercy Ah-Siu Maliko and at Malua Theological College by Michiko Ete-Lima. 

A factor that is important to consider is that Filemoni-Tofaeono, Ah Siu-Maliko, and Ete-

Lima were already career-academics in their own rights.98 This was the passport that allowed 

them entrance in to the PTC, although they entered through their journeys with their 

husbands as scholarship-holders from their sending churches. Secondly, they are Samoan 

women from families with high standing in the church, fa’amatai and/or the government. As 

discussed thoroughly in latter chapters, Samoan tama’itai born as daughters of church 

ministers/leader, and or from high chiefly families are sadly but truthfully more privileged, 

through the existing systems, than the daughters of ordinary less titled or untitled men. 

In spite of this privileging, when it comes to the patriarchal-kyriarchal system within the 

church, these three women, like all others, automatically become secondary, in roles, to their 

                                                 

98 The preference to address these women by their first name and not last name is intentional. It 
acknowledges their existence as individuals and not as the wives of their husbands or the daughters of their 
fathers. 
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menfolk when it comes to leadership and the ordained ministry of their churches.99 Also 

relevant here is that, two or more decades earlier, Samoan male students at PTC were already 

writing, for instance, about the Hebrew and Samoan concepts of covenant or feagaiga.100 

Another did a historical survey on the changing roles and status of women.101  

Generally related, and crisscrossing theoretically and practically with this work, are the 

theological writings of Samoan tama’itai Michiko and Mercy.102 Their research speaks (and 

indirectly echoes) the place and space of women in the church and society.103 Michiko, for 

instance, concentrated on examining in her master’s thesis the duality in the identity of 

Samoan tama’itai as feagaiga (sister) and nofo tane (wife). In her exploration she likened the 

divinity and humanity of Jesus to the dual identity of the tama’itai as sister and wife.104 She 

shied away from constructively critiquing the cultural, social and religious strands that bound 

tama’itai to secondary/servanthood roles as wives. And this is where her tama’itai 

Christology differs in emphasis and standpoint from my anthropological theology of 

tama’itai Samoana.  

I draw a distinct line between service (tautua-aga) and servanthood (auauna-aga). I argue 

that the master-servant/superior-inferior relationship that is often juxtaposed in biblical 

narrative is understood differently in the Samoan context. Tamaitai as a sister provides a 

service to her family of origin through her prestigious role as feagaiga. As a spouse, she 

provides service to her family through marriage as either the tausi, faletua, or toalua of her 

husband, depending on his status in his family. In other words, her role as a wife is not that of 

                                                 

99 Mine Pase “Gospel and Culture: Samoan Style” in Weavings: Women Doing Theology in Oceania (Suva: 
Institute of Pacific Studies, 2003), 72-79. 
100 See Faatauvaa Tapuai, “A Comparative Study of the Samoan and Hebrew concepts of Covenant” (B.D thesis, 
PTC, 1972). 
101 Fineaso. T.S Fa’alafi. “An Historical Survey of the Changing Role and Status of Samoan Women” (B.D thesis, 
PTC, 1982). 
102 Addressing these Samoan tama’itai by their first name validated my claim to recognise the tagata-aga or 
personhood of married women who are often addressed and introduced as either the daughters of their 
fathers and/or wives of their huisbands.  
103 See Joan A Tofaeono “A New Dimension of Ministry: The Role of the Church in Relation to the Problem of 
Alcohol in American Samoa (M Th thesis, PTC, 1993), Mercy Maliko “ Towards an Educational process for 
Empowerment : With Reference to the Au uso of the Methodist Chruch in Samoa (MTh thesis, PTC,1998) and 
Michiko Ete Lima, “The Christology of Tama’itai, (MTh thesis, PTC, 2001).  
104Michiko Ete-Lima. A Samoan Christology of Feagaiga and Nofotane (MTh thesis, PTC 2001). See also a 
shorter version of this same work in Michiko Ete-Lima “ A Theology of the Feagaiga: A Samoan Theology of 
God,” in Weavings: Women Doing Theology in Oceania (Institute of Pacific Studies, Suva, 2003), 24-31. 
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servitude (nofotane) but of mutual service (faletua/tausi) and companionship (toalua) to her 

husband and his family.  

Jesus’ life was that of service and not of servitude. He was the Prince of Peace who was very 

revolutionary in approach when it came to issues of injustice and violence towards the 

marginalised. I find Michiko’s lack of a critical appraisal on the servitude role of the nofotane 

problematic. It is this very notion that I critique in this work. I argue that nofotane is 

derogatory informal street talk that is often used to mock or put a married woman in a 

position of servitude. So, the often-mocking expression “ia tu le nofotane i lona tofi” implies 

that the wife must stand in her place of submission and obedience. To liken Jesus to a 

nofotane is an underestimation of his service in obedience to the will of God. This is not 

comparable to the servitude obedience expected of Samoan women towards the patriarchal 

norms and values. The usage of nofotane I personally discourage, as it initially had no place 

in the Samoan organisational structure. My argument is supported by the absence of a Nuu o 

Nofotane in the Samoan sociometric wheel. Instead, the married tama’itai are acknowledged 

in their status as spouses of orators (tausi) and high chiefs (faletua). Hence the existence of 

the Faletua ma Tausi wheel in the organisational structure of the fa’asamoa. 

Married men and women reciprocally provide service (tautua) and not servitude (auauna) to 

their families and in-laws. Nofotane connotes the submissiveness of the wife towards her 

husband. Mutual service to one another is the ideal of the fa’asamoa, but is unfortunately not 

always evident in the Samoan society, and especially Samoan marriages. Instead, with the 

increase of gender-based violence, the wife’s lack of submissiveness towards the husband has 

been identified as the one primary cause for domestic abuse and gender-based violence. And 

most of the victim-survivors of violence are the so-called nofotane. This leads to the other 

weak link in the Christology of tama’itai, which is the apparent glorification of the suffering 

of the violated/abused women. I addressed in depth in my previous research how the theology 

of sacrifice promotes the abuse of women and sustains them in abusive relationship.105 

                                                 

105 A similar argument is presented by Peletisala Lima whereby he questions how the respect and honour 
expected of the nofotane keeps her in an abusive relationship and an unhealthy environment, especially if the 
woman is a remigrant daughter who believes in an egalitarian relationship. Peletisala Lima, Performing a 
Remigrant Theology: Sons and Daugters Improvising on the Return Home, (PhD Thesis, Charles Stuart 
University, 2012), 172-3.  
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Unlike Michiko who immediately found a teaching role at Malua Theological College and 

worked for the church upon returning home, Mercy, also had to endure gender-based 

violence in the church like Joan. These three women, however, walked similar paths as 

women within their churches. They were initially not recognised as academics/theologians. 

Instead, they were still addressed as the spouses of their husbands, whose theological 

qualifications were not up to par to that of their husbands.  

Furthermore, there exists a biased assumption among some church leaders and members that 

theologically educated women are a threat to their husbands and church, as they might 

eventually take over as the head of the family and as the head of the church, relegating their 

husbands to the role of the wife. Equating the wish of a couple for an egalitarian relationship 

in the marriage with a woman’s bid for power is a tool of the patriarchal system to bring 

division within the house and to keep women in submissive roles of servitude. Many 

academic/career couples face this challenge and pressure from the society for the husbands to 

show that they are the men/head of the household. 

The four-pronged program of Weavers on “Overcoming Violence through Theological 

Education,” that I launched was completed by Mercy, during her time as the third coordinator 

of Weavers. With the assistance of the Weavers committee she compiled the report on the 

outcome of the project on violence. She took this issue of violence further as her topic of 

research. As a Christian educator, she moved from emphasising education for empowerment 

to education for transformation following the model of Paulo Freire in her latest work. 

Mercy’s public theology take gender-based violence as the core concern for their research. 

Her work is an offshoot or strand of my initial research on violence against women in 

Oceania. This research was expanded in a book titled Reweaving the Relational Mat: A 

Christian Response to Violence against Women from Oceania, co-authored by myself and 

Lydia Johnson. From this, Mercy developed a public theology to respond to the issue of 

violence with a specific focus on the context of (independent) Sāmoans in the islands and in 

the diaspora106. 

Mercy and I both shared on our (continued) research on violence at a theological symposium 

held at the Fale Pasefika of the University of Auckland. There, Mercy argued that the 

                                                 

106 See for instance, Mercy Ah Siu-Maliko, “A Public Theology Response to Domestic Violence in Samoan 
Society,” International Journal of Public Theology, 10 (2016): 54-67. 
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churches in Samoa are still in denial of the fact that gender-based violence does not exist in 

Samoa. I responded that violence is not a new issue for churches in both Sāmoa and 

worldwide. The World Council of Church and the Council for World Mission since the 1960s 

organised workshops, conferences and studies on women’s issues and violence. Pacific 

church leaders and members from both Sāmoa also attended. The problem is that the 

information is not disseminated to the general public. On the other hand, the active 

participation of church leaders and members locally is dependent on who is presenting, how 

the issue is presented, where it is presented, when it is presented and why it is presented. In a 

nutshell, they will not come if Samoan women theologians organise the gathering to discuss 

violence and ways to eliminate violence. But the media, the churches and the whole island 

will flock in if the program is a project of the University of Otago, the World Council of 

Churches and Council for World Mission. The reason why projects organized by outside 

sponsors are considered more fruitful is partly due to the mentality that the western 

knowledge and theories are more scholarly and academic and that men are more qualified 

academics than women.  

In reflecting on her journey as a woman addressing violence as an issue, Mercy admitted that 

she is still struggling with being silent: I breath violence, I see violence, I hear violence, I am 

surrounded by violence where I am currently located, but I have to be silent as my work is 

my bread and butter, she shared. I added that that is our story, our human story, and women’s 

story. And I hear you loud and clear, as I have been there. I also travelled that road of silence. 

I finally chose to break out and feel free from the bondage of conformity. I was silent at the 

margin. I gained my voice, but I am still made invisible and pushed further away from the 

margin. I may not be seen, like my other sisters, but people can hear my voice, with theirs, in 

the wilderness. As long as we are heard change will happen. With resilience and 

perseverance, we continue to move forward, doing action and reflection. 

In sum, the degree to which I associate myself with the international liberation feminist 

theology is what puts my work slightly at variance with the theology of my Oceanian mentor 

Keiti Ann. Tama’itai Sāmoana is not just specifically Samoan. It is also applicable in 

Oceania (Sā Moana) and universally (Sāmoana). She once commented that feminist and 

feminism is negatively connoted in the Pacific, therefore her theology is the theology of a 

Tongan woman and not a feminist woman. On the other hand, what distinguishes this work 

from that of my Samoan sisters is in the locatedness and situatedness of our stance to the 
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issue of violence. As church women/members, we do not always speak freely on 

controversial issues such as gender-based violence. We are expected to conform with the 

status quo of the church and its control, or we remain silent. In my view, Mercy and Michiko 

are yet to break out of this confinement. Their voice must still be aligned with that of the 

institutional church, while they are working within the Church. And if it is not, they have no 

option but be silent, as Mercy shared. 

On the other hand, my current ministry particularly focuses on the marginalised indigenous 

community, especially those who have left the Church due to being judged and condemned.  I 

continue to serve the church (people) inside and outside of the institutional church, but I am 

no longer imprisoned by silence, nor am I afraid of taking a stand and going against the 

current, even if it means standing alone in standing up for justice. I was marginalised when I 

did not have a theological voice. I was still marginalised after I found my wings and voice. 

And, in my marginalization, I found liberation and transformation in my gravitational center 

at the margin. Thus, I firmly take a stance, in my center at the periphery, against gender-

based violence in the church, community and government as I develop the theological 

anthropology of Tama’itai Sāmoana. 

Tama’ita’i Theology: The Action-Reflection Process 

In re/constructing tama’ita’i theology I have re-appropriated the theological spiral of 

action/reflection, a methodology in liberation/feminist theologies. This methodology revolves 

around four major central themes which I have used in this order: 1) Reflecting on the 

experience using talanoaga or dialogical/polylogical approach; 2) Analyzing the social 

reality through the talatalaga or critical hermeneutic, 3) Questioning biblical and church 

tradition through fofō alamea; and 4) Searching for clues to transformation through re-

appropriating a contextual model as resolution in the final chapter. In other words, the 

questions raised as the core concern of this work led to the stories, not only of indigenous 

women but also stories of the universality of the submission of women. From analysis of 

these stories, it was discovered that patriarchy is the strongest root holding this ideology firm. 

As a solution fofō alamea is employed to find the liberating clues within the biblical and 

socio-cultural-religious narratives. The action reflection is kept spinning by the questions that 

tell and re-tell the ongoing story about the connections, challenges and complications in 

situations. And this is why it is called a spiral of action-reflection because it is a continuous 

process that does not end. 
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The Development of Tama’ita’i SamoanaTheology 

Contextually appropriate research methodology (talanoaga or narrating stories) and 

hermeneutic (talatalaga or critical analysing) are used to discuss the issues raised in chapter 

1-5. Through talanoaga and talatalaga, an inquiry into the overriding concepts of tama’ita’i 

(female folk), tagata’aga (re-imaging), and the sacred, ceremonial, and cultural attributes of 

tama’ita’i in fa’asāmoa are explored in the second chapter. The aim is to recall how the 

sacred, ceremonial and cultural statutes of tama’ita’i had been shaped, honoured and 

recognized by the indigenous Sāmoan institutions and communities. The chapter unravels the 

self-imaging of tama’ita’i as conveyed by myths, legends and indigenous traditions of 

ancient Sāmoa. Noteworthy in the research findings, is a fact that most of the feminine 

attributes of indigenous tama’ita’i had been centred on the sacred and upholding the sacred 

covenant relationships as in feagaiga, sacred child/ren as in tama sā, sacred spirit as in 

ilāmutu. 

The third chapter focuses on re-imaging women in the Sāmoan chiefly system. The aim is to 

inquire into the nature of the female/male co-existence in almost every sphere of fa’asāmoa. 

In this endeavour, the significant role of myths and traditions has been recalled as they 

explicitly unfold the institutions and structures in which the Sāmoan society functioned in 

ancient times. It then leads to the contemporary structure of modern Sāmoa with the co-

existence of the two villages known as Nu’u o Ali’i (village of men/males) and, Nu’u o 

Tama’ita’i (village of women/females). In the context of shaping images and identities, the 

research focuses on how the two co-existing realities become exclusively separated and 

ordered according to the significance of one’s status, roles, and responsibilities. Inevitable in 

this religio-cultural process is the impeding nature of male control and power over against the 

female secondary and submissive existence. 

Focusing on the great contribution of tama’ita’i to the formation of Sāmoa as one inter-

related and inter-connected aiga is the content of the fourth chapter. The legacies of the 

matriarchs have been recalled in an attempt to disclose the ways in which a few renowned 

tama’ita’i have brought and organized Sāmoa in such a way that it is now a people in a web 

of inter/connections and inter/relations.with the land, cosmos and to each other as a aiga 

(family). The successes and great contributions of tama’ita’i are a living testament for 

women of Sāmoa amidst times of critical challenges and opportunities. 
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Chapter five is a critical survey of the major transformations and changes of tagata’aga o 

tama’ita’i which have been inspired and engineered by christianisation and colonisation. The 

aim is to identify different shifts in the religio-cultural shaping, as well as disclosing the new 

trends in the development process of re-imaging tama’ita’i. One of the major features of this 

attempt is to examine how the Christian orientations to life structurally and conceptually 

influenced the indigenous view of tama’ita’i in the sacred and secular realms of life. Hence 

the cultural and religious constructs of both Sāmoan and Christian westernized cultures are 

critically exposed and analysed here.  

Chapter six establishes the theological-anthropology of Tama’ita’i. Here the last two phases 

of the action-reflection approach are used after gathering the strands needed for theologising. 

This theology calls for a reimaging of woman in the image of God in dialogue with the 

Sāmoan culture. As mentioned already, I articulate this religio-cultural response as my 

contribution to answering the manifold queries on the marginalisation of tama’ita’i. It is my 

conviction that the alternatives and answers I am searching for are found in Sāmoa’s religio-

cultural traditions, and within the Sāmoan-Christianized life way. The indigenous myths and 

traditions convey to us that in the beginning, female and male were created equally by 

Tagaloa’alagi. In the Christian teaching grounded in the Bible, it is clear that humankind, 

male and female, was created equally and simultaneously by God in the beginning. 

I make a claim that the root of the problem is the emphasis only on the second creation 

narrative of the biblical tradition in which Adam was first created and then Eve later from his 

rib as his subordinate. The female or the feminine in the image of God is thereby 

downplayed. This totally ignores that there is a first creation narrative which emphasises 

equality for the male and female creatures and their creation in the image of God. This 

dissertation calls that the time is up for the exclusion of women and the female gender in the 

gendered institutional church and in the Christian doctrine and dogmas.  

Now is the opportune time to reconstitute the image of tama’ita’i Sāmoa(na) in the image of 

God, and to let the church of God be an engendered church. This work climaxes in Chapter 

Seven with Alofi Sā o le Atua or the Sacred Circle of God. This is a transformative 

ecclesiological model that re-appropriates and transforms the sacred circle of matai as the 

sacred circle of God. In Alofi Sā of God, Tama’ita’i not only reclaim their imaging in the 

image of God but also rediscover their centralized place and space as feagaiga, tama sā and 

ilāmutu. The following poem endeavours to clarify that tama’ita’i is inclusive of the 
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universal femalefolk and that tama’ita’i o Sā Moana (Oceania) and Sāmoana incorporate the 

whole oikos or aiga of God. 

I am who God created me to be  

a Tama’ita’i Sāmoa named Samoana 

whose identity is Sāmoa… Sā Moana…Sāmoana… 

I am from the fanua/Land and Moana/Ocean of Sāmoa 

You and I are Sā Moana  

from the depth of the Moana/ Ocean, the island nations of Oceania 

We are Sāmoana, the inhabitants of the universe 

 

O a’u o Samoana mai le fanua ma le Moana o Sāmoa 

O oe ma a’u o Sā Moana e mai le loloto o le Moana 

O taua o le aiga Sāmoana, O tatou o tagatanu’u Sāmoana 

 

I am… You are… We are… Sāmoa… Sā Moana… Sāmoana 

Our genealogy is endless… O  lo ta gafa e leai sona gata’aga… 

Yesterday…In the Beginning was Sāmoa… Sā Moana… Sāmoana 

Today…In the Present is Sāmoa… Sā Moana… Sāmoana 

Tomorrow…In the Future will be Sāmoa… Sā Moana… Sāmoana 

we sing 

Sāmoana… Ala mai, People of the Sacred Centre… 

Fai ai nei le fa’afetai i Lē pule ua maua ai.Arise. Give Thanks to the One 

O lou nu’u i le vasa e. Who gave our Home in Oceania 

 

Sāmoa… Sā Moana… Sāmoana... Ala mai Arise… Rise Up…Your home is/in the Ocean. 

Sāmoa…is identity… Who I am and who you are 

Our shared story, culture, religion and epistemology 

collectiveself of an island nation that is 

Sā – sacred, Moa – center 

Sā is also – Family; Moa – Centre; the family of moa/the centre 

and there was… and there is… and there will be… Sāmoa 

 

Sā Moana is Oceania, our ocean of islands Oceania. The family of Sa-Moana 

And Sāmoana is the universe - God’s Oikos,inhabited by the beings ofMoana 

 

Sāmoana is Life. 

Out of the sperm of Moa and the eggs of Anaformed the offspring Moana 

peacefully in a watery sacwithin the DEPTHunder the movement of the WAVES 

in the safety of the FANUA ofAna… 

 

And there was …there is… there will be 

the universe Sāmoana, 

the family of Sā-Moana, 

the people of Sāmoa 
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I am Samoana of Sāmoa. You and I are Sā Moana.We are Sāmoana. 

Ala mai… Arise… Rise Up…107 

 

Key:  

Sāmoa– people of both Samoa and of Samoan ancestry (all of the Samoa islands) 

SāMoana – people of Oceania (Pacific Island nations) 

Sāmoana – people of the Universe (earthlings) 

Samoana – name for a female child 

Tama’ita’i Samoa - an indigenous address for the Samoa female folk. Tama’ita’i is 

commonly translated as woman/women, which is an inaccurate translation. Tama’ita’i refers 

to the personhood of female regardless of her age, status and orientation. 

 

Note: 

Ama’amalele Tofaeono and I coined the concepts Sā Moana to refer to the inhabitants of 

Oceania in our theological writings and our theologising. We use the meaning of the two 

compound words Sā, sacred and Moa (soul/centre). Sāmoa means the “Family of Moa” or the 

“Sacred Centre”. The centre of Sāmoa, is not in the fanua, land, but in moana, ocean. 

Likewise, the centre of the island nations of Oceania is Moana and the indigenous people of 

Oceania we call Sā Moana. I have further coined Sāmoana to refer to the people of Oceania 

and all human beings and earthlings. Sāmoa also means the “sacred centre.” I use “sacred 

centre” to refer both to the sacred-divinity of the Sāmoa land and more specific to refer to the 

Divine.

                                                 

107This is a modified version of an initial reflective poem that was presented at the Oceania Biblical Scholars 
Association (OBSA) Talanoa in 2009 at St Johns, Auckland, New Zealand. A creative composition that was 
inspired by a sharing with my husband on the chorus “Sāmoana, ala mai…” of the Samoan Hymn: Lo ta nu’u.  



 

 

34 

 

Chapter 1 Tagata’ga o le Tama’ita’i Sāmoa: Setting the Context, 

Locality, and Methodology 
Introduction 

This work focuses on tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoa or the re-imaging of Sāmoan women. 

Re-imaging tama’ita’i Sāmoa in the image of God is an attempt to reconstitute the female 

equal status co-shared with the male counterparts, and simultaneously, revitalise their 

collaborative call as responsible stewards of creation.1 Contextually, this research critically 

examines the imaging of tama’ita’i with regards to her space and place/status in the religio-

cultural structures, mores, and norms of the Sāmoan society.2 I make a case that originally 

tama’ita’i Sāmoa had equal status and rights with the male counterparts in the divine creation 

story of Sāmoa, as in the Genesis creation narratives. But, overtime, the tama’ita’i lost her 

central place and space in contemporary Sāmoa. And tama’ita’i Sāmoa took on mother and 

motherhood as a culturally sanctioned norm and as their ultimate God-given role to play in 

their families, society, and community. 

This research is the continuation of a previous study, completed in 2003, which affirms that 

the integrities, identities, and lives of tama’ita’i are continually violated by violence of every 

sort, and especially in the forms of structural abuse, domestic violence, and sexual assaults. 

Violence against tama’ita’i is a global epidemic. It is, indeed, a reality that is mostly 

experienced in the island nations of Oceania.3 Researching from an Oceanian Christian 

woman’s feminist perspective, a careful examination was done of how the interrelated layers 

of systems contributed to the acceptance and condoning of violence. This included the role of 

globalisation in upholding a system that favoured and promoted the superiority of male 

leaders. Initially, western education was the privilege of men and the demarcation line 

                                                 

1 Samoan women are addressed as tama’ita’i Sāmoa and not Sāmoan women, in this work, to emphasise the 
Samoan indigenous meaning. There is a slight difference, in meaning and application.  
2 Tama’ita’i is an inclusive address for the Samoan women folk regardless of the age, status and orientation. 
The emphasis is on the personhood and not the cultural constructed idea of woman-hood. 
3 Oceania and Oceanian are used instead of Pacific and Pacific Islanders in this writing to stress that we see 
ourselves as people of the Ocean. See for instance the work of Hauofa Epeli, “The Ocean in Us” and the 
discussion with Subramani and other Oceanian scholars on this understanding. 
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between the professions of women and men was very clear. This was, in a way, also 

promoted by a very patriarchal English language.4 

In analysing and situating the problem in the context of Oceanian churches, the results 

showed that socially and culturally, Oceanian communities generally tolerate violence, and in 

most cases justify its use as a deterrent mechanism for the sake of keeping good relationships 

within the community, and specifically in the Christian religion, the church tradition, 

patriarchal theology, and biblical interpretation sanction violence towards women in the 

ecclesial environment.5 Appallingly, but not surprisingly, a verse from the second creation 

narrative, Genesis 2: 23 “This, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh… for out of 

man this one was taken.” was one of the verses most quoted to support this stance. Its literal 

interpretation justified the use of violence of all forms towards women and its continuity as a 

means of keeping the balance and harmony in the community. 

Exposition of the Problem: Overview of Previous Research 

Due to the contention that religion shapes, defines and is an integral part of life-ways of all 

societies, research findings also disclosed that certain religious ideas and practices have been 

used to justify violent actions as “just and ethically defensible.”6 It was discovered that the 

local churches were predominantly silent on the issue, due primarily to being part of the 

culture of acceptance. And because they did not acknowledge violence as a problem, they 

were therefore not involved in taking preventative measures such as informing the people of 

non-violent alternatives to deal with conflicts. Nor were they directly involved in creating 

safe spaces and places for peace. Thus, taking a firm stand that violence was never an option. 

Furthermore, most believed that violence is a family matter restricted to the domestic spheres. 

In the theological setting, most of the theological educators were not critically aware of (or, 

rather, chose not to address) the situatedness of violence in theological institutions and in the 

materials that they teach. Nor did they utilise the influence they have as educators to 

conscientise their students to aspects of classical theologies, church dogmas, theological and 

                                                 

4 I will not repeat what I have discussed about the influence of globalisation, education and language in this 
work. For further information on my stance, see Joan Alleluia Filemoni-Tofaeono,“Bone of my Bones, Flesh of 
my Flesh: A Theological Challenge in the Struggle against Violence toward Women” (Doctor of Ministry 
Dissertation, San Francisco Theological Seminary, 2003). 
5 Chapter 2-4 of Filemoni-Tofaeono’s Doctor of Ministry thesis thoroughly discusses the cultural, social, 
religious and theological contexts in which violence is bred, with specific reference to Oceanian communities 
and churches. 
6 Filemoni-Tofaeono,“Bone of my Bones,”77. 
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liturgical materials that are very violent and not life-affirming to victims of violence. On the 

other hand, many have a general mentality “that theological education can and should be 

separated from social issues and activism.”7 And, sad but true, many of the case studies 

shared in the previous work are on violence perpetrated by close family members, who were 

mostly (church) men. 

In constructively critiquing the church and its role in the perpetual context of violence, it was 

established that the ideologies of patriarchy (which literally means “the reign of the father”), 

and kyriarchy8 (which means literally, “the reign of the lord or master”) were at the core of 

the problem of violence within and without the church.9 Influenced by Elizabeth Schüssler 

Fiorenza’s thinking that “Western patriarchy has been and still is largely kyriarchy,” and 

other feminist theologians10 and scholars11 on the interplay of patriarchy and kyriarchy in 

perpetuating the problem of violence, I made the assertion in the previous work that the 

churches and “theological education in Oceania are patri-kyriarchal in contents and 

contexts.”12 Put simply, it is the intersecting or merging of “power/authority over” in social, 

cultural, and religious structures that give a few particular groups the privilege, power, and 

dominion over others. In this case, the discussion is on the “power over” written and 

unwritten authority of men over women. 

The critical analysis chapter was in line with the outcome of the data gathered from the 

questionnaires. It revealed that the churches’ patri-kyriarchal teaching about Christology, 

about God, about theology, about practice of liturgy and patri-kyriarchal approaches to 

Biblical Studies, were, in fact, the main roots feeding the growth of the problem. It ended 

                                                 

7 Filemoni-Tofaeono, “Bone of my Bones,” 130. 
8 A neologism, or a term firstly coined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza and now widely used in especially 
feminist theological writings. It derives from the Greek word kyrios, which means “lord” or “master”.  
9 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, But She Said: Feminist Practices of Interpretation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992). 
Here, she discusses these concepts in depth and makes the distinction between the two. See also Discipleship 
of Equals: A Feminist Ekklesiology of Liberation.  (New York and London: SCM Press, 1993). 
10 The following have directly influenced me as their student to read with a critical feminist/womanist/third 
world woman eye: Lydia Johnson, Letty Russell, Shannon Clarkson, Hisako Kinukawa, Mercy Amba Oduyoye, 
Nyambura Njoroge, Musimbi Kanyoro, Renate Host, Delores S. Williams, Chun Kyun Kyung, Emilie M. Townes, 
Mary C. Boys, Mary Walton, and Elaine Wainwright. 
11 Through international meetings at the Ecumenical Institute in Bossey; the World Council of churches (WCC); 
and Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT); Kirchentags in Germany, Decade to 
Overcome Violence (DOV) in Scotland), I had the opportunity to hear the views of scholars such as Rosemary 
Radford Ruether, Phyllis Trible, Elisabeth Topia, Nancy Cardoso, Wendy Moltmann, Esther Mombo, Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza,  Musa Dube, Lesley Orr, Aruna Gnanadason, Sallie Mc Fague, and others. 
12 Filemoni-Tofaeono, “Bone of my Bones,” 135. 
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with “an affirmation that the theological institutions of Oceania have a vital role to play in 

breaking the vicious cycle of violence against women.”13 The final chapter proposed a 

practical four-pronged project as a way forward for the churches and theological institutions 

of Oceania. 

This project was earmarked for the South Pacific Association of Theological Schools 

(SPATS) member theological schools and was officially launched as a Weavers’ program.14 

A report was compiled at the conclusion of the project and my dissertation was published as a 

book, and it is widely utilized as a resource for women in the Pacific. The research on 

violence was my contribution towards the work of SPATS through Weavers, an arm program 

of SPATS that was set up to advocate for the inclusion of women in theological education, 

ordained ministry and leadership in the churches in Oceania. The research concluded with 

declaring that violence is indeed a problem and that the churches in Oceania need to urgently 

admit violence exists, declare there is an immediate need for a Christian response from the 

churches in Oceania, lay out concrete action to deal with the problem of violence against 

women (VAW) and children.15 

The success of that research was, to a certain degree, timely in terms of my location (then in 

Fiji), and the selection of the SPATS member theological schools as a target group to discuss 

the issue as a regional problem. The whole region and the churches therein were identified as 

part of the problem. No particular context was put on the spot and Weavers/SPATS involved 

all participating schools as part-owners of the project. In other words, they could alter the 

proposal in accordance with what was fitting to each context. So, applying a community-

oriented approach, such as that proposed for the SPATS schools, was acceptable and 

implementable. However, the project and its successes and failures stayed at the theological 

schools. 

                                                 

13 Filemoni-Tofaeono, “Bone of my Bones,” 166. 
14 The practical four-pronged project in my dissertation “Bone of my Bones, I re-presented as the four year 
project for Weavers. Funding was received for it and the Project “Theology in Praxis: Overcoming Violence 
Through Theological Education” was launched for all SPATS member school in 2003 till 2006. I left Weavers in 
2005 and my successor Mercy Ah-Siu Maliko completed the program in 2006 and compiled a Weaver’s report 
documenting the outcome of the project. After the success of this project, she also left Weavers and continued 
to write herself on Violence, focusing on the Samoan context. See for instance Mercy Ah Siu-Maliko, “A Public 
Theology Responses to Domestic Violence in Samoan Society” International Journal of Public Theology. 10 
(2016): 54-67.  
15 Space did not allow for a thorough research on the violence towards children. However, researched 
materials read indicated that while women suffer a great deal from the various violence inflicted on them, the 
children are the most vulnerable group who bear the worst grunt of violence in all its forms. 
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The Oceanian churches who are members of the Pacific Conference of Churches (PCC), for 

instance, via their National Council of Churches (NCC) are working closely with non-

governmental organisations and some government organisations to implement proactive 

approaches to the problem of violence. In theological schools, women are slowly accepted 

and formally included as theological students and as faculty members at a very minimum 

level.16 And a few are involved in decision-making committees17 in SPATS member 

schools.18 The credit goes to SPATS for the small positive moves to combat the exclusion of 

women in theological education and church leadership. The establishment of Weavers and 

their projects have been the key motivator to the minor changes. Schools like Tangitebu in 

Kiribati, St John the Baptist Theological Colleges in Fiji and New Zealand have selected 

women as principals. Unfortunately, this happened just once and around the same time the 

“WCC Decade in Solidarity with Women” was launched. For just a brief time, Oceanian 

women were involved as leaders in theological schools and the church. Now the churches in 

Oceania have returned to their previous ways: men lead, and women follow. 

The participating local theological schools did not filter (or had no avenues to filter) the 

information and programs at the local level in the respective countries. So, like many other 

SPATS, WCC, PCC sponsored projects, the wealth of wisdom and information gathered from 

workshops, projects were not continued after theological training. And this is the weak link in 

the existing system used by the churches in Oceania. It does not make leeway for the students 

to be actively involved in addressing such issues outside the theological sphere. Therefore, it 

appears that raising the awareness on the existence of violence and setting up programmes 

and nationwide studies have not deterred the perpetrators from behaving violently. Nor have 

the victims become any safer. Amidst all these attempts, the majority of men and women still 

strongly believe that women invite bashing if and when they “step-out of their place” in the 

                                                 

16 Kanana Fou Theological Seminary (KFTS) was the first and remains the only school in both Samoa to have 
formally accepted in only 2012 a single female student through the official candidature process. Unfortunately 
she left a year later the seminary without any notification. Since then, the church leaders decided to put on 
hold the admission of further single female students.  
17 Since the inception of SPATS no woman was in the Executive Board which was made up of the Principals of 
the member schools, who were only men. It was only after the establishment of Weavers in 1990 and at the 
insistence of Weavers members that two women were included: the Coordinator of Weavers and the selected 
female member from the Pacific Journal of Theology (PJT) Editorial Committee.  
18 Kanana Fou Theological Seminary has since 2005, ordained close to 10 women clergy. All these women 
initially went into KFTS as the spouses of the students before they studied theology. All are currently serving 
the church as the faletua/minister’s wife of the parish clergy, doing administrative work for the church or work 
outside of the church in their role as the clergy wives. Note that a single woman or a woman entering the 
Seminary on her own merit as a qualified candidate is yet to graduate, be ordained and work in a parish. 
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marriage, and if and when they “over-step the boundaries” of their space and place as 

‘married women’ in society and community. 

Along with the already existing works and programs, the previous work has - albeit partially - 

achieved its purpose of identifying the issue as a problem, taking a vocal stand against it, 

unravelling the fabric of oppression, implementing a praxis-oriented project as a way 

forward. However, we are yet to achieve our goal of living in a peaceful, violence-free 

community. The grave issue that must be addressed, but is avoided and swept under the mat, 

is the ingrained social, cultural and religious mindset about the roles of women in their given 

place and space. That is one of the core reasons why the above-mentioned programs have not 

been very successfully implemented and why the agencies have not been effective in their 

advocacy works and their call for zero tolerance on violence, despite their best intentions. At 

the moment the existing systems with the well-intentioned helping services seem to be only 

offering a “band-aid” service for the physically, emotionally, socially, psychologically and 

the spiritually traumatised and afflicted, and are able to provide assistance only after the 

damage is done. 

The Context of Current Research 

With the above summary as background, this research focuses specifically on why violent 

acts and behaviours are continuing and worsening in magnitude and what is perpetuating 

violence and all forms of oppression. Even with the widespread distribution of materials in 

English and local vernaculars and the introduction of western models, universal concepts 

such as gender equality, human rights, principles of human rights and restorative justice, 

women, and children continue to suffer from violence and many have lost their lives to 

violence within and outside the home. The influx of available funding for local non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) to combat the increase of violence has not hindered the 

rise in cases of domestic and sexual abuse in both independent Sāmoa and American 

Sāmoa.19 

                                                 

19 For instance, NGOs in American Sāmoa apply annually for several funding from the United States 
Department of Justice (USDOJ). The successful applicants are given grants depending on the period identified 
for programs and the nature of the programs. To name a few, these range from assisting or housing 
victims/survivors of violence, awareness-raising and preventative programs and zero tolerance for violence 
alternatives.  
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The rampant increase of all forms of violence towards women and children locally, regionally 

and internationally, in spite, for instance, of the availability of programs and funding from the 

United States of America to combat the increase of violence cases in American Sāmoa, is a 

concern. This is an indication that something is amiss or not culturally appropriate in the way 

the international theories, models, and concepts are introduced and appropriated. This 

prompted me to be an active participant in finding solutions and alternatives to violence. The 

governments of both Sāmoa are already influenced by the western world-views, approaches 

and re/solutions. So far, they have not been so effective in contextualising or finding similar 

concepts in the local context for the introduced western concepts such as human rights, 

gender-equality, and justice. Furthermore, both governments have concentrated on employing 

the solutions offered by the global culture, global community and global village that they 

have overlooked a reality that the alternatives and solutions to the concern raised may well be 

within the fa’asāmoa and fa’amatai. 

 One of the ways to better understand women’s issues is to research how tama’ita’i Sāmoa, 

and especially the married women, are imaged. In understanding the way they are imaged, we 

not only discover and uncover the layers of social, cultural and religious wrapping but also 

acknowledge the complexity of the layering and un-layering of these wrappings. This current 

work then concentrates on discussing how the above-mentioned mindset has entrapped 

tama’ita’i to a specifically confined space and place especially if and when they are married. 

How they are ‘imaged’ as women and how this imaging defines them as ‘human being’ in the 

social, cultural and religious contexts dictates how they should play their expected roles in 

their limited given ‘space and place’ in society, communities and especially the church. After 

doing a series of reflections on the issue, I have concluded that it is exactly this frame of 

mind that is breeding violence as an endemic in uncontrollable proportions.  

So far, no one, local or non-local, has written on the “Imaging” of tama’ita’i Sāmoa, with 

regards to their space and place in society, and specifically within the church, as a problem. 

Giving precedence to the Sāmoan worldview, wisdom literature and philosophies is 

deliberate. With this intention, it is important to note that this is not closing the subject matter 

and confining the writing to the Sāmoan culture and things about Sāmoa. Nor do I imply that 

violence of all forms on women would be prevented if the traditional Sāmoan models were 

used. I am simply pointing out the fact that the story of violence is ongoing and we are yet to 
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find an appropriate solution because we have focused primarily on transferring and 

transplanting outside solutions without firstly re-appropriating their applicability. 

The alternative lies in identifying the best alternative available in both systems. Provided that 

this work succeeds in doing so, a milestone will be laid when, for once, the Sāmoan 

traditional worldview will be given equal importance as the commonly favoured western 

worldviews. And the false assumption that most Sāmoans grew up with -- that all things 

papalagi are good and superior, and things local are old fashioned and inferior -- will be 

corrected. Gender-equality from my perspective is not new. But the way it is understood in 

the western world is slightly different from the Sāmoan understanding in emphasis and 

connotation. These concepts are also in the fa’asāmoa and fa’amatai. It is only that they have 

been either neglected, ignored rendered insignificant or overlooked.  

In focusing to find the contextually appropriate alternatives, I am also stressing the urgent 

need to shift our context from an academic periphery to its rightful place in the centre, with 

other academic approaches and knowledge. In this work, I propose Tagata’aga o le 

Tama’ita’i (re-imaging of women) according to the imago Dei (image of God), and a re-

imaging or re-positioning of the Christian Tama’ita’i Sāmoa according to Sāmoa’s ancient 

religio-cultural egalitarian model or form of democracy, fa’amatai (chiefly system). Note that 

the principles of the fa’amatai are similar to the western form of democracy. Through the 

family’s matai representative, each extended family in the village has a voice and is 

represented in and during the village fono. And in this sacred circle discussion or fono of the 

village chiefs, the verbal exchange of speeches is a feature of the fa’amatai that is similar to 

modern-day democracy. In a nutshell, the election of the matai by his/her family and the role 

of each matai in the soalaupule or polylogue in the decision-making are features of the 

Sāmoan form of democracy. 

Note, also, that this project does not at all idealise the Sāmoan context, giving colonisation 

and christianisation all the blame. Rather, it critically analyses the social constructs in 

fa’asāmoa that contradict the seeming privilege and privileging claim of tama’ita’i Sāmoa. A 

“third eye” reading is applied here to provide insight beyond the given contexts.20 Written 

literature is an avenue available in which change can take place through the proper 

implementation of action-reflection research that will benefit all. This is not at all a nostalgic 

                                                 

20 In line with the third eye critical reading approach use in feminist writings and works.  
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fantasy or romanticising of the past. Rather it is an attempt to re-live and re-vitalise the 

significance of the foundational principles of peace, love, respect, and justice that guided the 

indigenous fa’amata’i. These principles are also among the central teachings of Jesus, the 

founder of the Christian faith. They are also the central socio-religio-cultural values of 

fa’amatai that determine the central place and space of tama’ita’i Sāmoa as feagaiga (sister 

as a covenant), tama sā (the sacred one) and ilāmutu (sister as divine) in her family, 

community, and society.  

For the purpose of searching for a culturally-appropriate alternative, I claim that the Sāmoan 

form of democracy holds the solution to the problem addressed in this work. The answer, 

which I believe and hope this research will support at the end, lies in the indigenous 

philosophy and wisdom “E fofō lava e le alamea le alamea” meaning that alamea (starfish) 

provides the healing for the pain it inflicted on the person it stings. Alamea is a crown-of-

thorns starfish that is considered dangerous when it stings a person and the wound is not 

treated right away. For treatment, alamea must be turned over so that its sponge-like feet can 

be placed on the wound. The sponge-like feet suck the poison out of the wound, and the 

wound will be healed. In a similar manner, certain elements of fa’amatai have been used to 

distort the imagining of women, thus validating violence against women. At the same token, 

there are also solutions within this very system that are not only relevant to the context, 

specific to the socio-religio-cultural setting of Samoa but can also solve the problems raised. 

Like alamea, certain aspects of the fa’asāmoa must be turned upside down through 

constructive critical analysis, so that healing and transformation can take place. Throughout 

the writing, fa’amatai appears to be the problem. But a closer examination of the system in 

later chapters reveals that, in essence, it does also provide the healing and restoration that 

Sāmoa needs for its people. I stress that it is only after the alamea treatment is applied that 

the current in-place western alternatives will be much more effective. At the moment it is still 

a band-aid alternative. The poison must be taken out first before healing from the bandage 

takes effect for the wounds and wounded. In a nutshell, Sāmoa needs to tap in to the best 

solutions from both systems for an answer to realising a violence-free community in not only 

Sāmoa but, the world. 
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Thesis Statement 

The continuous existence of patriarchal-kyriarchical ideologies has continued to deny and 

delay the full participation of women in leadership positions locally, regionally, and globally, 

and especially within the church. The culture of acceptance and patriarchal and kyriarchal 

mind-sets continue to justify the use of all forms of violence towards women as an 

instructional tool to silence them, keep them docile or “put them in their place,” in societies, 

communities, organisations and especially in the church. Women have been rhetorically and 

universally acknowledged among contemporary Christians as being made equally with men 

in the image of God. Yet, their humanity continues to be defined according to their gender, 

race, and religion.21 

So influential are the patriarchal and kyriarchical views that women are inferior to men 

physically and intellectually that most Christians and Christian communities still promote and 

uphold up to today that men were created to rule while women and children are to be ruled. 

This coincides well with the church’s teachings, dogmas and theologies which emphasize the 

maleness of God and the headship of the male God. And because the male God is the head of 

the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church, the male gender must be the head of the 

institutional church and family. 

In stressing the need to acknowledge and respect tama’ita’i as equal partners at home, in 

communities, in governments and churches, this thesis affirms that tama’ita’i are humans 

created equally in the image of God. Therefore, tama’ita’i Samoa issues and women’s rights 

are human rights and humanitarian issues. In beginning with a particular context and locality 

I have claimed in previous writing that the theology, dogma and the Biblical theological 

anthropology of the universal and local church with regards to women, their roles, and place 

in its institutions, is at the heart of the problem.22 

The mis/interpretation of the first and second creation narratives in Genesis, on the other 

hand, rubberstamps as truth an ideology that women are attached and appended to men.23 

Tainted with these biases, the reception of the Christian Gospel by a predominantly male 

                                                 

21 See the work of Gerda Lerner, The Creation of Patriarchy.  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986). 
22 See Joan A. Filemoni-Tofaeono “Bone of my Bones, and Flesh of my Flesh,”1-122 or Joan A. Filemoni-
Tofaeono and Lydia Johnson, Reweaving the Relational Mat  (London: Equinox, 2006), 1-71; 
23 See Filemoni-Tofaeono “Bone of my Bones, and Flesh of my Flesh,” 124-166. I discuss in detail how the 
second creation narrative was and is used to justify violence towards women. 
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team, in contexts such as Sāmoa, was instant and successful because of its resonance with 

existing views on the place and space of women. In this context, the Sāmoan institutional 

church, for example, has favourably adapted the second biblical creation story (Gen 2-3) as a 

legitimate and compatible model. The second creation story has been interpreted to present 

Eve as the woman who becomes the helper of Adam, the man, who has the authority to have 

dominion and to rule.  

I also argue that the Sāmoan worldview is not different from the context narrated in the two 

Genesis creation versions of their cosmos and humanity. Ancient stories and folklore echo an 

understanding and hierarchical structure similar to those of ancient Israel which portray “a 

people whose women do not appear to exercise power in the public realm but who hold 

considerable power in the private realm of household and children.”24 Like the agrarian 

biblical experiences, Sāmoa also has “specific marriage practices; customs of inheritance and 

the rights of the firstborn; work roles of men and women; and attitudes toward male and 

female children; toward family and sexual ethics, and toward widows, barren wives, and 

other marginal females...”25 One way forward in understanding the need for a transitional 

paradigmatic shift is in raising the right questions on how to modify these cultural practices 

to fit the changing contemporary world. Such questions involve paying attention to 

similarities and differences in contexts discussed. 

Research Scope 

This work explores tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoa and how they have been “imaged” in 

the Sāmoan traditional religio-cultural worldviews. The contemporary globalised worldviews 

are also taken into account. The influences and/or clashes of modern civilisation and 

Christianity with this worldview will also be traced. I begin with an emphasis on 

decolonising my research methodology. Then the particular focus in the following chapters 

will be on identifying how the imagining of women, especially in Sāmoa, influenced the way 

they are treated, valued and positioned in societies and communities.  

The influence of European culture, religion, race, and class is certainly still very evident in 

contemporary Sāmoa. Especially true is the likening of the view of the role of European 

                                                 

24 Susan Niditch, “Genesis,” in Women’s Bible Commentary: Expanded Edition with Apocrypha, ed. Carol A 
Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe (Louiville: Westminster John Knox Press), 13. This similarity in context will be 
seen as the writing unravels the situation of women in Samoa chapter by chapter. 
25 Niditch, “Genesis,” 14. 
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women to that of colonised indigenous women. Interesting to note here is the similarity in the 

context of the colonised indigenous women worldwide. A good example is shared by Smith 

who states that: 

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. Treaties and trade could be negotiated with indigenous men. 

Indigenous women were excluded from such serious encounters.26 

For the case of Sāmoa, this work will show that the promoting of European women’s role as 

ideal for indigenous Sāmoans not only further excluded them from leadership, especially 

within the church, but their positioning and imaging in society and community also took a 

dramatically drastic shift. 

This research presents key issues affecting the way the church understands its imaging of 

women and how this understanding stigmatises women and their yet-to-be-realised roles as 

active leaders in the church.27 The avenues through which women’s created-ness in the image 

of God has been distorted are also explored in depth. So far, the rhetoric and the practice of 

the church has been that men were/are created in the image of the divine and women were/are 

created in the image and shadow of men. The greatest accomplishment would be the 

realisation in the near future of a Sāmoan Christian community of women and men 

witnessing to their being equally created in the image of God, not only in words but in 

authentic deeds.  

It is the hope that the establishment of a rainbow church that is united in its diversity as 

relationally and ecumenically male and female, an inclusive church that is not torn apart by 

the continuous subordination and submissiveness of the women to men, is envisioned here.28 

Most importantly, it makes a case that it is opportune time for the Sāmoan church to 

implement an “egalitarian model of being church” rather than the legitimate existing 

patriarchal institution that she is still holding on to. This work then envisions the re-

introduction and continuation of the vision and hope of the established early house churches 

                                                 

26 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (Dunedin: University of 
Otago Press, 1999), 8. 
27 Church is used generally and throughout to refer to the Methodist Church, Congregational Christian Church 
of Sāmoa and the Congregational Christian Church of American Sāmoa, who are the mainline churches in both 
Sāmoa. The Roman Catholic Church in Sāmoa is not included here. 
28 Rainbow church here refers to the biblical symbol of rainbow as hope for all, regardless of creed, ethnicity, 
orientation, and beliefs. It is the image of all of God’s people coming together as one, embracing their 
difference as unique to the building of a community and not as a barrier or wall of segregation.  
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that valued the God-given gifts that wo/men have, and also utilises such gifts to their full 

potential in the life, witness, and leadership of the church.  

The ultimate hope is to reclaim this imaging of tama’ita’i Sāmoa Christians “in God’s 

image”, through re-imaging “women in God’s image”. The research, in its process, also 

affirms that the biblical egalitarian model of doing action-reflection ministry is still 

applicable in the 21st century. Such a model can also be lived in contemporary Sāmoa, as has 

also been the model in the socio-religio-cultural life of pre-Christian Sāmoa. This egalitarian 

model not only honours the humanity of both men and women but also values humanity’s 

created-ness in the image of God. To reach such hope, this work aims at urging and 

challenging the church to go beyond the so-called divisional boundaries whereby women’s 

active involvements are mostly associated with the kitchen and the private household 

surrounding. 

Visible throughout this work, are the threads of “power over” and “authority over”. They are 

identified as the two major obstacles hindering the realization and recognition of women as 

the humans created in the image of God. Power and authority are generally positive when 

used for the well-being of all. But when it is used, in the case of women, as a force to have 

“power over” and “to coerce authority over” others, then it is a problem when dominion 

becomes the driving mechanism at work to oppress the “other” or others. How one 

experiences authority and power whether positive or negative is “standpoint dependent”29. In 

other words, how the Bible is translated and read and how the Christian tradition is 

understood and delivered is context specific. Where one is situated locally, placed globally 

and rooted socially shapes how one understands authority and power. This means that “what 

we hear, understand, and live by depends on our standpoint in culture, language, class, age, 

race, sex, sexual orientation, religious affiliation, and so on.”30 

Research Purpose and Aim 

This study proposes a systematic approach to a resolution regarding the active and full 

participation of women in the leadership of the churches of Sāmoa. It claims that the so-

called, mainline churches (Methodist and Congregational Church of Sāmoa and American 

                                                 

29 “Standpoint dependent” was coined by Ronald M. Green. Religious Reason: The Rational and Moral Basis of 
Religious Belief (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978). 
30 Letty M. Russell, Household of Freedom: Authority in Feminist Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1987), 29.  
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Sāmoa) are still “very exclusive” when it comes to recognising and accepting women as able 

church leaders. The whole church structure and ministerial formation, thus far, have been 

centred on a co-working type of relationship where the ministerial functions and roles of 

women as clergy wives are clearly labelled inferior and of less significance to their clergy 

husbands. This institutional/structural model has been founded by the missionaries and the 

early Sāmoan church fathers.31 

This work is distinguished from the already established international scholarship on humans 

being created in the image of God. It will not traverse the same territory they have travelled, 

in terms of explicating the theological significance of the researched topic in depth. It is not a 

primary aim of this work to have an in-depth theological and or biblical dialogue with the 

existing scholarly works on the varying theories and stance of the issue addressed. However, 

a brief review of the literature of selected international feminist scholars will be woven into 

the theological section to enrich this study. A Tama’ita’i Sāmoana Christian theological 

anthropology on the meaning of humanity made in the image of God will be explored.32 

I stress at the outset that this work is not discrediting the importance of motherhood and 

motherly roles, especially for those who truly believe that being the wife of a minister is their 

calling. Certainly, Sāmoan mothers have not been granted and awarded enough of the honour 

they deserve in birthing and rearing their children into the men and women they have become 

of yesterday, today and tomorrow. In fact, research that documents the contribution of the 

spouses of the clergy and the importance of their role as team partner in ministry is long 

overdue. To investigate being human or Sāmoana as Christian in the image of God, an issue 

at the core of the Sāmoa people’s existence, I have opted to use a specifically Sāmoan, yet 

universal methodology and hermeneutic to discuss a culturally sensitive issue.33 The proposed 

talanoaga methodology and talatalaga hermeneutic, discussed in the following chapter, is 

                                                 

31 The contribution of the early Samoan church mothers who took leadership position are not recorded. If they 
are documented, it would be in their capacity as wives of missionaries and ministers and not as leaders per se. 
See, for example, Charles Forman, “Sing to the Lord a New Song”: ‘Women in the Churches of Oceania’ in  
Rethinking Women’s Roles: Perspectives from the Pacific (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1984), 
155-162. See also Latu Latai, “Covenant Keepers: A History of Sāmoan (LMS) Missionary Wives in the Western 
Pacific from 1839 to 1979” (PhD diss., Australian National University, 2016).  
32 The development of my own theology in the final chapter will take into account the wisdom from the related 
scholarly works fitting for the development of this writing. 
33 Many Oceanians have promoted the use of Pacific and indigenous research. See for instance Tupeni L. Baba, 
‘Okusitino Māhina, Nuhisifa Williams and Unaisi Nabobo-Baba (eds) Researching Pacific and Indigenous 
Peoples: Issues and Perspectives (Centre for Pacific Studies, The University of Auckland, 2004).  
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my Sāmoanversion of a narrative and narrating approach. Due to space limitation, the 

discussion will be limited to how women are imaged socially, culturally, and religiously in 

Sāmoa and in the Christian tradition. Furthermore, this work considers how this imaging 

defines the current roles women play in their given place and space in the church and 

prohibits them from leadership positions in the church. 

While the study affirms that humankind is truly created in the image of God, it also states that 

women of other faiths share the same experience of being the subordinated.34 The programs 

spearheaded by international bodies are already in place worldwide as an effort to address 

this issue. These bodies such as the United Nation35 (UN), World Council of Churches, 

(WCC),36 Council for World Mission (CWM), World Communion of Reformed Churches 

(WCRC), Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), and Young Men’s Christian 

Association (YMCA) by way of example, have been in the forefront since the last three or 

more decades. They have been involved in promoting and fostering programs and 

international relationships and partnerships that honour women as human beings and 

women’s rights as human rights. 

This work identifies, analyses, critiques and evaluates serious issues that have hindered the 

full participation of tama’ita’i as leaders in the church. Firstly, women are, under the 

patriarchal systems, still being oppressed in most societies and communities, and considered 

subordinate, in practice and in deeds. Sāmoa is not an exception. In spite of all the ground-

breaking advocacy works critiquing their subordination and promoting the full participation 

in all spheres, imaging the humanity of tama’ita’i continues to be defined according to their 

attachment to their father, husband, and sons. 

Secondly, they are still considered intellectually inferior. Therefore, they are not good enough 

to take up fields traditionally specific to men in the church, for instance, study theology as a 

                                                 

34 See for instance Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective (San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, 1990).  
35 Among many UN programs are: Women Watch, a program that specifically address gender and women’s 
issues. The CEDAW, (Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against women) Agreement 
is the UN’s practical blueprint for its member countries to ratify and achieve for women and girls. UNIFEM is 
the United Nations Entity for gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women. 
36 Among the past programs making women’s issues, concerns and voice worldwide in the WCC fellowship a 
priority were the Decade for Women, Decade to Overcome Violence. Current programs under Women in 
Church and Society include the Violence Against Women and Children (VAWAC), Women and Economic issues 
and Women in a religiously pluralistic world.   
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candidate on her own merit, or become an ordained clergy and be in parish ministry. Thirdly, 

it has been taken as the societal and biblical norm that women’s primary role is to procreate 

and multiply. Fourthly, Christian educational materials for Sunday schools and youth bible 

study groups are often mis/interpreted to support the view that women are secondary. As a 

result, these young girls and boys then grow up with this distorted understanding and 

continue to uphold an understanding that the primary roles, status, and place of tama’ita’i are 

tied to childbearing, family rearing and confined to the kitchen. Lastly, tama’ita’i Sāmoa, 

directly or indirectly, continue to actively participate in constructing, upholding and 

enforcing many of the socio-religio-cultural practices that have been the very source of their 

subordination.  

In deconstructing Sāmoa religio-cultural system, a significant amount of time is given to the 

discussion of the unwritten and unacknowledged contribution of Sāmoa matriarchs in the 

shaping of fa’asāmoa as recorded in folklore, myths, and proverbial sayings. And in re-

constructing a culturally appropriate yet universal tama’ita’i Sāmoa egalitarian model, it is 

imperative to identify and transform the man-made structures and principles of patriarchy 

taken as normative, thus hindering the full participation of men and women as equal partners 

in leadership roles. 

In sum, the operating theory espoused is that the problem lies in the patriarchal-kyriarchal 

ideologies in the fa’amatai. So the theory in use is the deconstruction and reconstruction of 

the imaging. And the desired outcome is the promotion of a healthy, just, and liberating 

society. Whether this approach will necessarily achieve the desired outcome or vice versa we 

will find out in the conclusion of this study. In other words, will deconstructing and 

reconstructing necessarily change the status quo and the system? I am yet to prove whether 

the consistency and the congruency of the approach will promote and enhance the desired 

outcome. Hence, the process, methodology and the interpretive tool hopes to enlighten the 

shaping and the achieving of the desired outcome. 

Talanoaga as Research Methodology 

The proposed talanoaga methodology is similar to the widely accepted Sā-Moana / Oceanian 

‘talanoa’, which is simply the narrating or telling of our Oceanian personal and communal 

stories. The use of storytelling or narrative theory as a methodology is used commonly in the 



Chapter 1 

 

50 

 

social sciences field where the story becomes the object and not the subject of the study.37 

Storytelling is also a universally applicable narrative approach common in indigenous 

communities. Talanoaga, therefore, is used here as a methodology that is befitting in the 

pursuit of decolonising methodologies and theorising from the already existing imperialistic 

and colonial models. 

For this work, narrative theology is particularly helpful in situating and locating a particular 

Sāmoan Christian narrative within the original narrative of the risen Christ of the Christians.38 

After all, the church is not just the institution discussed and critiqued in this work. The church 

is the people that profess Jesus Christ as the Lord and saviour. Therefore, as in the often 

quoted words of Lesslie Newbigin, “the church, wherever it is, is not only Christ’s witness to 

its own people and nation but also the home-base for a mission to the ends of the earth.” Our 

commitment as Christians “is not to a cause or a programme but to a person – at the heart of 

Christian mission must remain a commitment to serving Christ in his community.”39 

To propose a re-imaging of tama’ita’i according to the imago Dei, it is imperative to first 

clarify and elaborate on the current-imaging and positioning of the tama’ita’i Sāmoa in the 

ancient religio-cultural model of the fa’amatai. As alluded to already, talanoaga as a 

dialogical or polylogical tool is the way of life for many indigenous communities.40 Not so 

much as a democratic process but more as a “per consensus approach” where everyone has a 

say in the final decision. Although, theoretically speaking, “... written literature in the South 

Pacific is a relatively recent phenomenon, especially in comparison with the more established 

literary traditions,”41 non-formal methods of learning or oral traditions are not less in value 

and significance. 

                                                 

37 See for instance M. Mitchell and M Egudo, eds A Review of Narrative Methodology (DSTO Systems Sciences: 
Australian Government Department of Defence, Defence Science and Technology Organisation, 2003), 1. 
38 See for instance Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans: 
Geneva, Switzerland, WCC Publications, 1989); The Household of God: Lectures on the Nature of the Church 
(New York: Friendship Pr, 1953); One Body, One Gospel, One World: The Christian Mission Today (New York: 
Friendship Press, 1966).  
39 Lesslie Newbigin. The Open Secret: Sketches for a Missionary Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 
1978), 79. 
40 Talanoaga is the Samoan equivalent of talanoa in the Tongan language It is a polylogue conversation with 
people, groups, resources and traditions. 
41 Kavita Nandan, and Jen Webb, “A celebration of Voices: writing the Pacific Today,” Writing the Pacific: An 
anthology, eds. Jen Webb and Kavita Nandan(Suva, Fiji: Pacific Writing Forum Surrey, B.C.: Association for 
Commonwealth Literature and language Studies, 2007), I. 
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According to Subramani, it was only in 1977 that the “Pacific literature” came to wider 

consciousness …. “under the auspice of the conference of the South Pacific Association for 

Commonwealth Literature and Language Studies”42 And, “(t)hough it has an ancient tradition 

as an oral form, published Pacific literature dates only from the last half-century.”43 When 

such information is used to make comparisons and to emphasise the superiority of one system 

over the other, the urgency to claim the rightful place of indigenous ancient traditions, 

wisdom, and knowledge in academia is crucial. Note that I will provide additional 

information that may not be directly relevant to the topic but this is necessary so that non-

Samoans can understand how I give these concepts theological meanings and make 

connections in the last two chapters. The deeper meanings of Sāmoan concepts are often in 

the etymology of words, which a person not familiar with the language or have a limited 

knowledge will not otherwise be able to comprehend. 

Talanoa as a Process 

Talanoa is a word that is commonly used and understood in Oceania, and especially in 

Polynesia. 44 It refers “to three interconnected subjects: story, telling (of stories, memories, 

longings) and conversation (teasingly and critically, but mainly informally)”45 When 

Oceanian officially talanoa, to distinguish from the daily informal and teasing conversations, 

then it “is more than just story, more than just telling and more than just conversation. 

Talanoa refers to all three (story, telling, conversation) together; each is not talanoa without 

the other two, and each cannot happen without the other two.”46 In other words, it “refers to 

the content (story) and to the act of unpacking and unravelling that content, and to the event 

of engaging, sharing and interrogating … that which is unpacked and unravelled.”47 

Talanoa is a communication mode that is commonly used by societies with oratory cultures. 

Originally it is a “derivative of oral traditions. Under the control of appropriate researchers, it 

allows contextual interaction with Pacific participants to occur that creates a more authentic 

                                                 

42 Subramani “The Oceanic Imaginary,” The Contemporary Pacific 13.  No.1 (Spring, 2001): 149-62. 
43 Nandan, and  Webb, “A celebration,” ii. 
44 Note that the definition by non-Samoan Oceanians are used here due to its similarity in meaning. Generally 
speaking, talanoa is a Pacific Way. 
45 Jione Havea. “The Politics of Climate Change: A Talanoa from Oceania,” International Journal of Public 
Theology 4, (2010): 345. 
46 Havea, “The Politics of Climate Change,” 346 
47 Havea, “The Politics of Climate Change,” 345-6. 
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knowledge, which may lead to solutions for Pacific issues.”48 Talanoa is not only a way in 

which the Oceanian people relate to each other. It has, as process and philosophy, the same 

meaning especially throughout Polynesia with minor variations. 

Oceanian scholars from different disciplines provide definitions that are similar in meaning, 

even though the art and form they perform differ depending on social, political, religious and 

cultural contexts. Talanoa in Sāmoa is understood as it is applied widely in Oceania, but with 

a slight distinction in the application. It primarily means, as above, the everyday informal 

conversations between people and among family members.  

Talanoa-aga49 Methodology 

Talanoaga is more formal, and is Sāmoa’s educational/formal learning laboratory. It is where 

the set goals are to teach, to learn, to share, to deliberate, critique and discuss the Sāmoan 

genealogies, philosophies, wisdom, and knowledge. Traditionally in Sāmoa, when a family 

talanoaga is called, the purpose is not only to deliberate on an urgent matter important to the 

well-being of the clan, but it also recites to the younger generations their place and space in 

the family’s genealogy and connections to titles and family land. For example, if selecting a 

successor to a chiefly title, the gafa (genealogical connections) will be traced to find the heir 

with the closest blood connection. 

I am employing talanoaga, not as in an interview-like format, but as a tool to dialogue or 

polylogue with both the content and the meaning of the written and oral stories; with the lived 

experiences, folklore, myths, and legends discussed within the chapters and throughout this 

research. Talanoaga is a dialogue and polylogue with ancient oral tradition and later written 

literature about who we are as Sāmoans and as Christians created in the image of God. More 

importantly, like talanoa, it has a purpose (the story), an aim (to tell/share the content of the 

story) and objective (dialoguing the inter-connections of our story) to achieve. The families in 

talanoaga are the educators and the educated, the tellers and the listeners, the participants and 

observers, the authors and the subjects of their living-tala. Talanoaga50 or the commonly 

understood Polynesia term talanoa “is a complicated event because it is the juncture where 

                                                 

48 Timote M. Vaioleti. Talanoa Research Methodology: A Developing Position on Pacific Research. Waikato 
Journal of Education 12:2006, accessed May 26, 2015, 
https//Whanauoraresearch.co.nz/files/formidable/Vaioleti-talanoa.pdf 
49 See following section for a thorough discussion on ‘aga’. 
50 In the Samoan language the ‘a’ in talanoa(a)ga is omitted s is common in Polynesia, the ending vowels are 
often quiescence. 
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the interpenetration of story, telling and conversation occur.”51 Here it is important to clarify 

that talanoa-aga or “talanoa should not be confused with what some westerners understand 

as story-telling -- which in their eyes has to do with the re-telling of stories in so-called oral 

cultures.”52 

In fact, talanoaga as a methodological approach “is more than exchanging words and abstract 

ideas”53. It is about “digging deeper into our roots, charting in advance our routes, and sharing 

our hearts, our beings, our life-stories, our disappointments, our hopes, and our visions.”54 

Talanoaga then in academic setting is the sharing of our indigenous knowledge, the re-telling 

of our wisdom and affirming our space as active full participants in the academia. Story-

telling and oral cultures become unfairly equated as “signs of illiterate, unlearned and 

unsophisticated people, without considering what it means to say that someone is illiterate 

and unlearned and in whose language and based on whose script.”55 Overlooked and ignored 

is the fact that “…people from outside of the English speaking world are bilingual if not 

multilingual… In this connection, participants in talanoa may not be written-, text-based or 

literary experts but they are not unknowledgeable …”56 This is why it is important that this 

thesis uses an indigenous methodology and hermeneutic while reconstructing a re-imaging of 

Tama’ita’i Sāmoa in the image of God.  

Talatalaga Hermeneutic 

Talatalaga is the hermeneutical tool that will be used to expound and clarify the specifically 

Sāmoan talanoaga methodology. Talatalaga is the critical lens that interprets talanoaga 

(story narrated). It is an approach that is neither inferior nor superior but inline with other 

approaches and a hermeneutical approach that can be utilized as a research tool in academic 

researching. For instance, Talatalaga unpacks how the tama’itai is imaged as a person and as 

a married woman and analyses how one’s understanding of humanity or “being human,” is 

determined and influenced by his or her communal socio-religio-cultural understanding of the 

body, human sexuality and “being”. Such an understanding determines the human-ness and 

                                                 

51 Havea, “The Politics of Climate Change,” 346. 
52Havea, “The Politics of Climate Change,” 346. 
53 Note that writing of Oceanians scholars on talanoa are cited in cases where the Polynesian term talanoa 
means the same as the Samoan term talanoaga.  
54 Nāsili Vaka’uta, “Dancing to the rhythms of Talanoa,” in Talanoa rhythms: Voices from Oceania, ed. Nāsili 
Vaka’uta (Masilamea Press, Pasifika@Massey, 2011), 8. 
55 Havea,“The Politics of Climate Change,”346. 
56 Havea,“The Politics of Climate Change,” 346. 
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humane-ness of men and women in the society. Inextricable from that is an elaboration on the 

commonly shared societal understanding of the body, human sexuality, placing it in the 

global context through the discussion of the writings of some postcolonial feminist scholars 

in the later chapters. 

The talatalaga hermeneutic is the interpretive critical lens that analyses the teaching of the 

missionary churches, the church structure and theology as well as the Samoa social-cultural-

religious organisational structure. The uncovered and recovered oppressive strands exposed 

through the talatalaga will be helpful in strengthening the claim that the roles of the 

tama’ita’i Sāmoa have been drastically changed to disadvantage them as persons and leaders. 

The contested point is that, while the tama’ita’i of contemporary Sāmoa are excelling as 

government and cultural leaders, the church is still to be freed from the confines of being a 

very masculine-gendered church. 

While the rapid advancement in technology has made research and learning accessible to the 

majority of the formally educated population, the traditional knowledge system of indigenous 

communities is still the most effective way of learning for the informally educated 

population. Inaccessibility of the latter communities to modern day learning, western theories 

and philosophies has made them objects and not the subjects of their own knowledge. 

Talatalaga hermeneutic encapsulates ancient philosophies, wisdom, lifeways, and belief 

systems. The continuation of the shared living and ever fluid oral stories, ancient 

philosophies and wisdom have been kept alive in memorised traditional songs, chants, 

poems, salutations, legends, personal and communal stories passed through generations. The 

explication of resources and raw materials depend primarily on how the reader and the 

listener decipher the published, unpublished and oral works. 

Talanoaga or narrative is not a new methodology. It has been the way of life and the means 

in which indigenous philosophies and knowledge was carried through from generation to 

generation. It was a methodology that Jesus Christ promoted through his teachings during his 

earthly ministry. He used narrated parables to respond to the questions raised by those who 

followed him, as well as to communicate his message and the will of his God to those that 

were out to frame him. The missionaries narrated the good news about the life and ministry 

of Jesus worldwide. The success of the gospel and the widespread of Christianity are solely 

due to the commitment of those that carried the narrated message about the Gospel. The 

narrative about Jesus Christ was so powerful that one cannot talk about God without the 
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narrative about the life of God’s sacred child Jesus on earth and his narrated proclamation of 

the Kin(g)dom of God in heaven and on earth.  

Even though narrative has been part of the story about God and the talk about God, its impact 

on many areas of theology firstly came to the forefront in the early 1980s.57 The point of 

emphasis is that it has been a methodology that was an appendix to other methodologies. This 

work acknowledges the urgent need to shift from treating indigenous philosophies and 

wisdom as primary subjects attached to other research to recognising indigenous 

methodologies and epistemological traditions as research tools themselves. The preference to 

employ talatalaga as hermeneutic is an attempt to decolonise this writing from the 

imperialistic colonial models that have for way too long shaped academic teaching, 

education, and research at universities which are products of the colonizers’ framework for 

the colonised indigenous thinking.58 While the influence and impact of western 

methodologies and hermeneutics on the shaping of the thinking of western educated Pacific 

Islanders cannot be denied, there is a growing awareness that indigenous wisdom writings are 

just as influential. In recognizing this important factor, this research purposely gives priority 

to employing Sāmoan concepts and methodology. 

Talatalaga: Departure and Concluding Points 

In Sāmoan epistemological tradition, a call for wisdom to approach and find appropriate 

solutions on critical matters affecting the lives of a people is a priori. This process is known 

as tofā sa’ili59 (wisdom searching). Before a decision on an important matter is made, the 

wisdom of other leaders or chiefs are firstly sought. The collection of the chiefs’ wisdom 

knowledge is known as tofā tatala60 (wisdom disclosure). In disclosing a contribution, the 

                                                 

57 Here again, the writings of Lesslie Newbigin are very helpful. For example: Christian Witness in a Plural 
Society (British Council of Churches, 1977); Truth to Tell: The Gospel as Public Truth (Grand Rapids, MI: 
W.B.Eerdmans, 1991); A Walk through the Bible (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1999); Stanley 
Hauerwas and L. Gregory Jones eds. Readings in Narrative Theology. Why Narrative? (Oregon: Wipf and Stock 
Publishers, 1997).  
58 This understanding is also echoed in the writing of the Pacific academics like Konai Helu Thaman in 
“Decolonizing Pacific Studies: Indigenous Perspectives and Knowledge and Wisdom in Higher Education,” The 
Contemporary Pacific 15 (2003), 1-17. 
59 A good leader/chief does not make an important decision alone. Rather s/he seeks the wisdom of his/her 
family or other leader. To have a tofā sa’ili is to have the humility to seek assistance from others and to have 
the ability to search for wealth of wisdom from others.  
60 Tofā (wisdom) tatala (disclosure) is the disclosure of the wisdom of those whose assistance was sought 
after. 
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body of decision-makers is expected to have tofā matala61 (wisdom open-mindedness), to 

remain objective in view and stance. Once wisdom is disclosed and gathered, a decision is 

then made after the revelation of tofā talatala62 (discursive or wisdom). Inevitably here, tofā, 

wisdom, cannot eventuate without the narrative discourse. Talatalaga o le tofā63 is viewed 

here as the critical and evaluative point that stretches to the decision-making process. 

Talatalaga is founded on an experiential knowledge of the local-cultural concept, and in a 

manner that resonates well with the nativity of my views. It is applicable in the academic 

environment and it is applied to diagnose, open up and expose the living realities in which a 

self-imaging of a tama’ita’i Sāmoa is shaped. Inextricably, on the other hand, it is a method 

within which one cannot escape the teasing out of crucial issues pertinent to the shaping of 

self-imaging. Significant to note that talatalaga in a traditional round table does not entail a 

critical analysis of talanoaga and talatalaga. The emphasis is on sharing, re-telling the story 

and identifying the connection and disconnections in the story. Talatalaga as a hermeneutical 

tool in this research employs the constructive critical lens of analysis as a way to achieve the 

desired outcome. 

Talatalaga: Unpacking of Story-Telling 

Talatalaga in its etymological construct is a combination of three syllables; tala, talatala, and 

tala(‘a)ga. The central root concept is tala. Tala is speech, word or a verbal account of an 

event. It is simply a story about the way in which a person or a group of people expressively 

engage, act and react to conceived, preconceived and articulated human experiences.64 As 

“fabric of the chronicles of his or her story and the essence of religious (beliefs and) sacred 

writings,” tala is ‘narratives of human experience that act in shaping reality.’65 

Talatala is the mediation and communication of tala. It points to the unwrapping of the 

details of the story. This process bespeaks the opening up of the articulated experiences. It is 

                                                 

61 Tofā (wisdom) matala (openminded) is having the open-mindedness to weigh the pros and cons of an issue 
before sharing a thought. Matala is the combination of mata (eye) and ala (awake). It is necessary to have a 
mata’ala tofā especially in controversial issues that might cause upheaval within the community and society if 
a decision is not thoroughly thought through.  
62 Tofā talatala is the laying/spreading out of the tofā gathered and solicited.  
63 It is the process of unravelling the gathered wisdom. The laying out or the layering of wisdom is necessary in 
deciding on the most appropriate response fitting for the situation.  
64 See, Mitzi N. Eilts, “Story,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell., and J. Shannon 
Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 278. 
65 Eilts, “Story,” 278. 
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the actual telling, re-telling, conversing and discussing of stories among a group of people. 

Talatala exposes the realities as they are presented in a narrative, expresses the meanings of 

movements, interactions, emotions, and beliefs contained within the story. The process, 

therefore, unveils the social and psychological impressions contained in a story. Whereas the 

story-teller discloses a story, the hearers receive and interpret its meanings. 

The response to talatala depends entirely on the context in which tala is conveyed. The 

responsive attitudes and reactions of people participating in tala and talatala processes vary 

as human interpretations and interests in the meaning and morale of a story are diverse and 

different. Tala‘aga points to the historicity of tala. It defines origins and original expressions, 

meanings, authorships, settings, motives, and intentions of tala. With its main focus on 

history, tala(‘a)ga assumes a deductive and hermeneutical function. 

With such a methodology in perspective, let us turn now to explore tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i 

Sāmoa as it is conveyed, critiqued, and reformed by talatalanoaga, and how it is implied and 

applied to this research. 
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Chapter 2 Talatalaga o le Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i Sāmoa: 

Unraveling the Self-Imaging of Samoan Women 
Introduction 

I have argued that talatalaga as a hermeneutic is, practically, a process whereby stories or 

narratives, with their mediations and inceptions of purposes and meanings, are integrated to 

critically approach tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoa. Talatalaga exposes, critiques, 

deconstructs and reconstructs tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i (self-imaging / selfhood of a Samoan 

woman). Talatalaga methodology, then, is the telling or exposition of the different layers and 

strands within the woven and interwoven tala’aga (life story tapestry). In talatalaga, realities 

of shared human experiences and interrelated historical events are unwrapped and told. The 

critiques, reflections, deconstructions, constructions, and reconstructions of crucial issues 

arising out of tala’aga are the methods that shape, reshape and modifiy the applicability of 

this methodology to the particularity of tagata’aga in time and space. 

This chapter follows a specific sequence, embarking on the definition of the main indigenous 

concepts, and then attempting to situate tagata’aga (imaging) process in the Sāmoan religio-

cultural context. Tagata’aga o le tamai’ta’i, referring to self and self-imaging of Sāmoa 

woman, has never been studied from an indigenous epistemological worldview. After this 

inquiry, an attempt will be made to expose the religio-cultural attributes of tama’ita’i as 

portraits of their presence in the Sāmoan society. 

Tagata’aga: Selfhood / Self-Imaging 

Tagata’aga is a word that I have coined to describe personhood or being human.1 Note here I 

purposely do not use – “ga” as a suffix, instead I use ‘aga to emphasise the “being” of the 

self. The root word or noun tagata refers to the persona/humankind. When combined with 

‘aga, it means action, direction, status, the condition of being, character or image. Aga and 

‘aga, are two distinct Sāmoan words and they entail two different processes. Aga is generally 

referred to as the character, action direction, behaviour and personality of a person. ‘Aga 

embraces and refers to the “being” of the self/person. I use ‘aga to refer to the selfhood, the 

image, the self-ness or the “thou” of/in the person. It is one’s personhood holistically or one’s 

                                                 

1 I am aware that the linguists will argue that I cannot make up words and use them as Sāmoan concepts.I look 
at concepts from the perspective of folk etymology. 
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true characteristics and essence. ‘Aga is also synonym to agaga, which is the realm of the 

divine. Both aga and ‘aga will be used accordingly. In other words, aga refers to the I-It 

relationship while ‘aga refers to the I-Thou, as in the wisdom of Martin Buber.2 And tagata is 

a human body in its structural and biological constitutions. It is person or humankind 

generally in neutral form, irrespective of gender, presupposing a non-identification of a 

specific gender and particular sexuality.3 

Tagata‘aga resembles the innate-self, character, essence of being and one’s personality. Aga 

means “conduct or a manner of acting.”4 When used as a verb, it means, “to do, to act, to go, 

followed by, to go or to come.”5 ‘Aga in this regard generates, internalizes and relegates 

tagata to another level of being. This state of being is what makes and shapes a person. It 

generates and moves persona to the realisation of one’s wholeness or perfect being. 

Tagata’aga henceforth becomes subject to one’s rights to life as an individual being. This 

means that the “self, selfhood and imaging” is indicative of an individual being/person. To 

further explain, “the first root (aga) means “the essence or the nature” of something, in the 

sense of “the true place (of this thing) in the overall order of the world”, its meaning at all 

levels, and so on.”6 From the rendering of the word ‘aga, it is noted that it not only defines a 

person’s condition of self and self-awareness, but it also points to its outer expression in 

terms of actions. It is the inner potentialities of being that inclusively count on feeling, 

emotion, and intellect and find expression in human cultivations.7 

Tagata’aga in other cases assumes the interior components of humankind. Aga in this sense 

means agaga in its derivative nuance. Agaga is human soul, spirit, heart, mind, and intellect. 

It is the seed of emotion, the ground of conscience and rational thinking. Occasional 

references to loto as an equivalent substitute of ‘aga or agaga are inevitable here. Even 

                                                 

2 A thorough discussion on the similarity of the I-It and I-Thou theory of Martin Buber will be given in the final 
chapter. Ava fatafata theology can be understood in the light of Buber’s work. 
3 George Pratt, Grammar and Dictionary of the Samoan Language (Malua: Malua Printing Press, 1862 – reprint 
1960), 311. 
4 Pratt refers to the behavioural status and conduct of a people who is summed up by the word aganu’u –
culture of a people or village. 
5 Pratt,Grammar, 21. 
6 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, and Society,” 255. 
7 Pratt, Grammar,21ff. Examples of such are found through a diverse forms of expression, such as in concepts 
like agamalu (humility of character in words and action), agatonu (righteous action), agaleaga (bad manner / 
action), agamasesei (shameful behaviour / attitudes), to name a few. 



Chapter 2 

 

60 

 

though the emphasis tends to point to the innate characteristics of self-imaging in this 

context, outward or physical expressions could never be distinguished from it.  

In her work Theorizing Self in Samoa: Emotions, Genders and Sexualities, the psychological 

anthropologist Jeannette Mageo makes references to “aga” alone as an essence of persona. 

She points out that, in a “theory of cultural selves” the “anthropologists typically distinguish 

between two types of selves, namely; egocentric selves and socio-centric selves… (and) these 

are cultivated by two types of culture.”8Analysing ‘aga in view of the traditional Samoan and 

Western cultures, she states that “the substance of things, not least the self, is indexed by the 

term aga. Aga translates as “nature” in the sense of essential character.”9 This does not mean 

a distinct divorce from “persona” but “aga” is an integral component of that “social mask, 

face or role.”10 

The concept tagata’aga is holistic in the sense that it refers to “imaging” in spite of the fact 

that the word can be split into two words; tagata (persona / physical body) and ‘aga (spirit or 

behaviour). Aga is a detracted form of agaga as spirit, which also occasionally resembles loto 

as soul or “depths of the person,” Again, Mageo differentiates these three by citing the core 

emphasis in socio-cultural orientations. To her, whereas the metaphysical orientations of 

Western cultures place emphasis on the “inner subjective aspect of the experience, the ‘soul’ 

that outlives the body, it is the agaga, a derivative of the word aga (face, persona) that 

survives” in accordance with the Samoan worldview.11 In short, Mageo sees the self-imaging 

process of a Sāmoan persona as not so much shaped and informed by what she categorises as 

an “egocentric” orientation but, more so, as “socio-centrically” influenced, formed and 

shaped. It is not the individual or the private self that is counted as primary, but it is a 

corporate and a collective persona (in spirit and body) that becomes a priori.12 Furthermore, 

                                                 

8 Mageo, M. Jeannette, Theorizing Self in Samoa: Emotions, Gender and Sexuality (Michigan:University of 
Michigan Press, 1998), 5. 
9 Derek Freeman, “‘O Rose thou art sick’: A Rejoinder to Weiner, Schwartz, Holmes, Shore and 
Silverman.”American Anthropologist (1986):400 – 404. See also Mageo, M. Jeannette. Theorizing Self in 
Samoa: Emotions, Gender and Sexuality (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1998), 249. 
10 Mageo, Theorizing Self , 9. 
11 Mageo, Theorizing Self,10. Mageo states that, “(w)hile sociocentric Samoans take the persona to be the 
essence of the person, they are haunted by that dimension of the self they call loto. Loto is the depths of the 
person… (it) inspires all manner of discomforting sentiments, from arrogance to envy to torrents of grief, 
which cannot be accounted for by social roles…” 
12Mageo, ‘Towards Historicizing Gender in Polynesia: On Vilisoni Hereniko’s Woven Gods and Regional 
Patterns.’ Pacific Studies 22, no. 1 (1999), 101. Accordingly, in an ‘egocentric premise,’ “the self is defined in 
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in the egocentric case, “contexts are defined by how intimate the individual is with others: 

when interpersonal relations are close, the context is private (formal); when they are not, the 

context is public (informal)”.13 

The earlier anthropological and psychological studies on Sāmoan personality are 

characteristically similar, yet slightly different distinct in their views.14 Holmes, for instance, 

noted that “the Sāmoan individual is identified with three familial groups, the immediate 

family, the household (fuaifale) and the aiga potopoto or extended family.”15 With the 

influences of contemporary movements such as modernisation, industrialisation, and 

advanced technology, there is a gradual shift in the direction in which a Sāmoan person and 

personality have developed. This shift in the person as an individual self, selfhood, and self-

imaging is due to cultures and life-ways evolving with a time of changes in order to adapt to 

and then adopt other influential systems.16 This means that a person has to adjust in order to 

accommodate or situate her/himself well into the natural environment. 

Holmes, Gary, Tallman and Vernono Jantz concluded in their study on the Sāmoan 

personality that the personality adaptation is not only consistent through time, but it also 

“reveals the Sāmoans as a people valuing order in things familial and ceremonial, with a great 

tendency toward mutual aid and support.”17 The assumptions and conclusions are drawn from 

the research on Sāmoan personality and it exposes the preconceived ideas and interpretations 

of these researchers. They clearly present the individualistic, Euro-centric anthropological 

views that strongly featured in these case studies. They tend to be “colonialism 

commentaries”18 based on biased observations. Serge Tcherkezoff, for instance, contested 

these views as purely based on “prejudices and preconceived ideas.” The problem as he 

noted, is solely rooted in a “Euro-centric ideology based on Christian theological concepts 

                                                                                                                                                        

terms of the individual’s inner experiences.” Contrastingly in a socio-centric premise, “the self is defined in 
terms of people’s group roles.” 
13 Mageo, “Towards Historicizing Gender,”11. 
14 See for example, Lowell. D. Holmes, Gary. Tallman, Vernon Jantz, “Samoan Personality,”Journal of 
Psychological Anthropology (1978): 1453-472.  
15 Mageo, Tallman, and Jantz, “Samoan Personality,” 454. 
16 Mageo, Tallman, and Jantz “Samoan Personality,” 453. 
17 Mageo, Tallman, and Jantz, “Samoan Personality,”470. 
18 Mageo, “Toward Historicizing Gender in Polynesia,” 111 
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[which] produced a schema that was then projected onto a falsely constructed Polynesian 

worldview resulting in a gross ethnocentric misinterpretation.”19 

Most of these researchers, as Tcherkezoff argues, have “reduced all relationships to one 

level,” which thus “prevented them from understanding the whole range of acts and 

behaviours of the indigenous population.”20 A good example of this misunderstanding of the 

male-dominated views is evident in the encounters of the first European voyagers in the 

South Seas, where Island women were represented according to European prejudices. As a 

result, the imaging of Island women during the voyagers’ early encounters appeared with 

negative nuances. It is reported on one visit, for instance, that: 

The crew members were of course male and they always have their eyes on the 

“women” of the island they were visiting. Their sole interest in the women was as 

possible sexual partners.... They made no distinction between adult and adolescent 

females. In particular, they saw in every “woman” the sexual complement of a man, 

thus reducing all relationships of gender to one level.21 

The seamen solely reacted and responded to the presented scenario through the lens of their 

own European cultures, tainted by the already negative preconception they read or heard 

about the Island people and their culture. This is a clear distortion of tagata’aga o tama’ita’i, 

based on the privileging of one system over others. A balancing of worldviews regarding the 

central concept of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoa, therefore, warrants an in-depth 

discussion of the Sāmoan viewpoints. Such an understanding of tagata’aga (imaging) and of 

tagata (being/human), is determined by who and what a person is. 

Tama’ita’i Sāmoa: Being Sāmoan Woman 

Tama’ita’i is an inclusive address for the Sāmoan women folk, regardless of whether they are 

young, old, single or married. It is similar to “lady” in English, but it carries a much deeper 

meaning and concept in the Sāmoan culture. Additionally, the Sāmoan female in her 

immediate household is given (ta’i) almost always the best their family can offer. This 

honourable address tama’ita’i, relatively similar to “lady” in English for women, starts at 

puberty and ends in death. I further claim in the final chapter that tama’ita’i can also be used 

inclusively to mean that every tama (young child) born to a Sāmoan parent is ta’i 

                                                 

19 Serge Tcherkezoff, First Contacts in Polynesia: The Samoan Case (1722 – 1848): Western Misunderstandings 
about Sexuality and Divinity (Canberra: Australian National University E-Press, 2008), 7. 
20 Tcherkezoff, First Contacts, 2, and 112 
21 Tcherkezoff, First Contacts,2. 
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(chosen/precious). Therefore a tama’ita’i Sāmoa theology includes both gender and the 

whole of humanity. 

This conceptual understanding of tama’ita’i Sāmoa is adapted from the sua ta’i (traditional 

ceremony of presentation offering) to the sacred chiefs whereby a young virgin/woman will 

sit in front of the chief to receive the gift/cultural presentation on the chief’s behalf. This 

customary practice varies on other occasions at which any woman inside the house or in the 

malae (sacred ground) can step in to receive the traditional offertory. Such an honourable 

status and place of the female counterpart is intrinsically inherited in the religio-cultural life-

way of Sāmoans, representing tama’ita’i as recipients and agents of honour and respect.This 

is closely related to the idea of feagaiga which will be taken up later in our discussion. 

Feagaiga, on the other hand, was the original address alluding particularly to the sacred 

relationship/covenant between the brothers and sisters, or menfolk and womenfolk, and that 

is the meaning employed here.22 Both terms respect the Sāmoan womenfolk regardless of 

their status and rank, and whether they are married or single. When tama’ita’i is married, she 

still remains her brother’s and menfolk’s feagaiga. But as a married woman, she becomes the 

toalua, or the spouse of her husband. 

In sum, tama’ita’i is an inclusive address given to the female counterpart. On the one hand, 

they are endowed with special status, honour,and respect through traditional ceremonies and 

rituals. Tama’ita’i in this regard is at the centre of cultural and religious spheres of life. 

Though inclusively accorded such honour and respect, tama’ita’i Sāmoa, are differentiated 

traditionally in terms of their social, cultural and religious statuses determined by birth 

through genealogical standings. Inevitable in this scheme is the differentiation of the roles of 

married women according to the status of their toalua or husband.  

From this brief overview of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoa, let us turn now to the shaping 

and development of central concepts in a religio-cultural perspective as a way of, not only 

investigating the central concepts but, also as an avenue for enhancing our understanding of 

tagata’aga attributes of a Sāmoan woman.23 

                                                 

22 See, FualugaTaupi, Tala Fa’asolopito o le Au-Uso Fealofani (Apia: Methodist Printing Press, 2003), 17. 
23 This work re-affirms the idea that religion and culture are not and cannot be separated from each other in 
the fa’asāmoa. Rather, culture is a vehicle of religion and religion is the essence of culture.  
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Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i Sāmoa i Tapua’iga: Woman Imaging in Indigenous 

Religio-Cultural Heritage 

The significant development and place of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i are vividly presented in 

the indigenous religion of Sāmoa.24 Oral tradition and history relay that in ancient Sāmoa, the 

first earthly fono (a gathering of the divine on earth in a round) was that of the god Tagaloa.25 

In indigenous understanding, it was at this first fono that the model for the Sāmoan tapua’iga 

(worship/religion) was introduced. Monument of this first fono of gods is in the naming of 

one of the village councils “as fale’ula tau aitu (house of spirits), the name deriving from the 

fact that the first council meetings held in this village were those of the divinities of 

Tagaloa.”26 Since then, all the fono or councils of chiefs sitting in the round and according to 

their ranks and tapua’iga, were modelled after this first council meeting.  

The colonial powers with the support of the different missions in Sāmoa succeeded in 

dividing this group of islands into two independent governments. But they were unable to 

remove the social, cultural, religious and spiritual identity of fono that binds the Sāmoans as 

one people. Neither colonialism nor Christianity nor any other outside system could 

dismantle the core social-cultural and religious aspects of the fa’amatai that holds the 

fa’asāmoa together as implied in the fono a Atua Tagaloa (meeting of gods).27 The Sāmoan 

language has been the transmitter and “vehicle for this constant renewal of community 

feelings and therefore common identity; while some words may change and new expression 

appear owing to modernisation and Westernisation, these changes quickly spread.”28 And the 

one God worshipped by the Sāmoan ancestors within their fa’amata’i and fa’asāmoa is 

                                                 

24 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, and Society: Secondary Change and Fundamental Transformations in Western 
Samoa Toward a Model for the Study of Cultural Dynamics,” in: The Changing South Pacific: Identities and 
Transformations, ed. Serge Tcherkézoff and Francoise Douaire-Marsaudon, trans. Scott Nora (ANUPress, 
2008), 248. I refer to Sāmoa as one people who share one geneology, one language and culture with specifics 
particular to each village. Whenever Samoans meet, all use strictly the same language, the same way of 
greeting each other, of inviting everyone to sit down in a circle to talk, eat, and so forth. In this discourse, the 
term that accompanies “our way” of doing this or that is fa’asamoa, “the Samoan way.” When necessary and 
applicable, references to the people of Samoa and American Samoa as people with independent national 
identity will be made.  
25 Tcherkézoff,“ Culture, Nation, Society,” 250. 
26 Holmes,“Ta’u...,” 30. Accordingly, “the first human Tui Manua, when all of Sāmoa was one, was Galea’i, who 
has also been the highest title in all Fitiuta since the very inception of the village.” 
26 Holmes records that such traditions are associated with god Tagaroa (sic) and with the earliest political 
history of Manua and the origin of the Tuimanu’a.  
27 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, Society,” 251. At life cycle ceremonies and for every funeral, all living 
members of the aiga (kinship), which can run into hundreds of individuals and in all cases at least a few dozen, 
try to be present. People therefore constantly meet and travel for such gatherings. 
28 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, Society,” 251. 
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Tagaloa’alagi whose heavenly abode was faleula,29 which according to legends, is the 

original symbolic association of an earthly fale’ula.30 

Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i ma Atua o Sāmoana: Woman Imaging and Sāmoan 

Divinity 

The Supreme God of Sāmoa, Tagaloa, is a non-gendered divinity like the Christian God.31 

This means that Tagaloa is neither male nor female. This interpretation stems from studying 

the divine concept by breaking the name into two syllables; Taga (active, action), and, loa 

(longevity or eternal).32 The divine in this categorisation simply points to unending active 

movements or forces which are mysterious and hidden, yet revealed and felt in the place of 

the living. One thing for certain is that this divinity’s abode is lagi (heaven) as indicated by 

the extension of the divine name Tagaloa-a-lagi. Sāmoans, as well as the other Polynesians 

“considered that Atua (God) is to the chief (to all humankind) just as the ancestors is to their 

descendants.”33 In other words, Atua Tagaloa is referred to as an eternal monotheistic creator, 

while Atua encapsulates the manifestations of Tagaloa in the spiritual and secular realms, in 

animate and inanimate forms, and in the matai and aiga potopoto (extended family).  

In the Polynesian worldview, “everything was a question of integration and on the 

relationship between a whole and its different parts… a God was an invisible whole and 

every visible manifestation of this God was a partial form of that whole. A chief, female or 

male, was thus a partial form of that whole”34 As explained further by Tcherkézoff, the 

“chiefs are ceremonially referred to as, o atua o lalo nei (an atua from below here), while 

God… is ‘the God’ (o le Atua) with no other specification. The chief is a visible 

manifestation…”35 The divine-human connection of the Sāmoans with their Atua is sealed 

and remembered for generations in the tusi o fa’alupega (book of genealogy and salutory). 

The fa’alupega not only records each family’s connection to the fanua (land), moana (ocean), 

lagi (heavens) above and below but also identifies the Sāmoan relational connexion to each 

                                                 

29 See also Tcherkézoff, First Contact, 25. Here he writes that “the heavenly house of the Samoan creator-god 
(sic) Tagaloa was the Red House (Fale Ula). 
30 Malama Meleisea, The Making of Modern Samoa (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies, University of the South 
Pacific, 1987), 146. 
31 This view is in contrary to the common view by many Samoans and non-Samoans that Tagaloa is a man.  
32 For a detailed rendering of the divine concept, see for example chapter 5 on “Moana-Changing-Climate: An 
Eco-theological Perspective” in Ama’amalele Tofaeono, Constructing Sa-Moana Contextual Theology (Apia: 
Commercial Printers, 2016), 156-173. 
33 Tcherkézoff, First Contact, 136. 
34 Tcherkézoff, First Contact, 110. 
35 Tcherkézoff, First Contact, 126.    
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other. Most importantly, it traces their heritage and origin as the descendants of 

Tagaloa’alagi.36 

The Sāmoan human-divine relationship “was always a question of status, within an inclusive 

hierarchy (holism), and not of stratification where difference arises from quantitative 

comparisons between individuals of their relative amounts of power, wealth and so on.”37 For 

our case here, tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i is intimately associated with and shaped by the 

divine-human relations. This means that the formation and development of one’s imaging are 

influenced by a divine-bonding whereby the sanctified principles and practices are to be 

observed and followed.38 The richness and complexity of the Sāmoan religious beliefs have 

been a mark of its “polytheistic faith.” Meleisea reveals that:  

Closer examination of the writings of the first Christian missionaries show that... (t)he 

Sāmoans were not monotheists (worshippers of one god) but polytheist (worshippers 

of many gods). They also believed that the powers of gods and spirits (of their 

ancestors) influenced human activities. Sacredness (mana and tapu) was associated 

with many aspects of life and gave dignity to secular actions.39 

Believing that the mana,40 (spirits or powers) of the multitude of divinities influenced human 

lives and social activities,41 tagata’aga in terms of self-imaging and selfhood is therefore 

shaped by a diversity of such influential forces. For instance, the gods of non-human origin, 

Atua, and those of human origin, Aitu determined the role and status of a person’s tagata’aga. 

Atua were the non-human gods who were superior, and the original gods. Their offspring 

with humans were known as Aitu-tagata or half-human-half-gods.42 The presence of aitu in 

each family or household resembles the idea that tagata’aga has a collective familial 

dimension besides an individual selfhood. George Turner, for instance, has stated that a child 

                                                 

36 See, A. Kramer. The Samoa Islands: An Outline of a Monograph with Particular Consideration of German 
Samoa, vol. 1 (Auckland: Pasifika Press, 1994). See also L.D. Holmes, & E.R. Holmes. Samoan village then and 
now 2nd ed (Forth Worth: Harcourt Brace College Publisher, 1992). 
37 Tcherkézoff, First Contact, 119.   
38 M. Meleisea, Lagaga:A Short History of Western Samoa (Suva: The University of the South Pacific, 1987), 35. 
Reference to the indigenous religion as a “system of traditional beliefs” that expresses people’s faith in and the 
worship of the supernatural being is qualified here. Such a faith becomes inevitable through the ceremonial 
activities and ritual practises commonly shared by a group of believers. 
39 Meleiseā and Schoeffel-Meleiseā et al. “Old Sāmoa,” 35. 
40 For more details on the understanding of Spirits in Samoa, see for instance Horst Cain, “The Sacred Child and 
the Origin of Spirits in Samoa.” Anthropos 66 (1971),173-181. 
41 Meleisea, Lagaga, 35; Meleiseā and Schoeffel-Meleiseā et al. “Old Sāmoa,” 35. 
42 Meleiseā and Meleiseā,“Old Sāmoa,” 35. These aitu were known and recognised widely in Samoa 
throughout generations and some “were sometimes born as the result of incest between brother and sister or 
a sister’s daughter and brother’s son. There are old stories which attribute this origin to Sāveasi’uleo, Nāfanua, 
Telesā and others.” 
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upon his/her birth “was supposed to be taken under the care of some god or aitu… and the 

one who happened to be addressed just as the child was born was fixed on as the child’s god 

for life.”43This family aitu “appear in some visible incarnation, and the particular thing in 

which his (sic) god was in the habit of appearing was to the Samoan, an object of 

veneration… And he (sic) was careful never to injure it or treat it with contempt.”44 

Furthermore, not only were there household gods, but also “every village had its god, and 

everyone born in that village was regarded as the property of that god.”45 

The daily worship of Atua Tagaloa as has been stated, shaped one’s tagata’aga. In fact, their 

daily socio-cultural-religious life and living were centred on honouring, respecting and awe-

fearing their God. So when life left their loved one, they “did not believe that their dead 

ceased to exist at the time of their death and as a result, ancestral spirits were worshipped.”46 

A good example of similar practices as also “recorded that if someone was lost at sea, a mat 

was spread out on the shore, the first thing that alighted on the mat, an insect or a leaf, for 

example, would be considered the soul of the dead person. Afterward the mat would be 

buried.”47 

As has been repeatedly discussed, an indepth inquiry into tagata’aga and the Sāmoan 

indigenous religion endorses the claim that tagata’aga o tama’ita’i, besides tagata’aga o 

ali’i, was and continues to be divinely founded. Such a conviction is likened to ali’i who are 

said to be ordained by Tagaloa as guardians, leaders and governing body that inherit the 

sacred power and tulafale with the secular power.48 Tagata’aga is also influenced and shaped 

by the Sāmoan traditional belief in the afterlife where the soul and spirit of the deceased lives 

on. This traditional belief is affirmed by Holmes who states that “Samoans believed in a life 

after death and in the existence of both malevolent and benevolent ghosts (aitu) who had the 

power to influence the lives of the living. High chiefs and kings were believed to possess 

                                                 

43 G. Turner, Samoa, A Hundred Years Ago and Long Before (London: London Missionary Society, 1884), 19. 
44 Turner, Samoa, A Hundred Years, 19-20. 
45 Turner, Samoa,A Hundred Years, 20. 
46 Meleiseā and Meleiseā, “Old Sāmoa,” 36. 
47 Meleiseā and Meleiseā, “Old Sāmoa,” 37.   
48 Evidence of this wisdom are recorded in popular songs such as “Ua tofia e le Atua Samoa ina ia pulea e 
mata’i, auā o lona suafa ua vaelua iai…” and, “Le ‘ava e sili ona taua i le aganu’u…” These songs are more the 
song of lament, paying tribute to the loss of the sacred power that was once held by matai and the centrality 
of ava sacrament in ancient religion. The Sāmoans take pride in pointing out that “in their matai system, all 
‘men’ have equal dignity – mamalu… 
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mana, and various taboos restricted interaction with them.”49 As for aitu, today as it was in 

days bygone, “there is widespread belief in two special aitu who are of ancient times.”50 The 

visit of both to all the Samoan islands from time to time is often the topic of discussion when 

seen, felt or intervened. In fact, both have a designated and recognised places in every 

village.51 

Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i i le Olaga o Sāmoa: Imaging Women in the Religio-

Cultural Cycle of Life 

We turn our focus now to tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoa with more attention to the 

attributes of gender identity, specifically her “self,” self-hood and her-self-identity formation 

in the religio-cultural discourses. This exposition will allow us to map out religious and 

cultural factors that have contributed to the changes of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i both in its 

life-affirmative and distorted facets. The discussion will concentrate on the living reality of 

tamaita’i in the Sāmoan cycle of life, with birth and death as its co-existential poles.  

For the young tama’ita’i, “the transition from childhood to adulthood is a smooth and gradual 

one in which children are increasingly taught the activities and responsibilities of adults.”52 

And “the care, training, and education of Sāmoan children is the same for both sexes until 

they reach the age of three to four. Even at this age, there is little difference in the treatment 

of boys and girls, but as early as this, patterns of sex division of labour begin to emerge.”53 

Nudity was normal and body beauty was a gift of the divine. It was natural to see young 

children running around naked playing or doing their chores. But when the children develop 

into matured beings, “both sexes kept uncovered the upper part of the body, and wore shells, 

beads or other trinkets round their neck.”54 

From birth and as the mother’s newborn baby, the child is immediately recognised by the 

male kinsfolk in her mother’s family as their tama sā (sacred child).55 For every child born 

into a family, the whole community gathers on the child’s first evening to celebrate his/her 

                                                 

49 Holmes, “Tau,” 33.  
50 Holmes, “Tau,” 32. 
51 Holmes, “Tau,” 33. . They are, “Sauma’iafe, a girl living in Manua in pre-contact times, who was stolen by 
spirits and changed into a spirit without dying… and, Tuiatua (king of gods)... This man also did not die but was 
transformed into a spirit.”Fineaso Fa’alafi makes a reference of this in his writing but he mentioned Telesa and 
Sauma’iafi (not Sauma’iafe as in other writings) and not Tuiatua. 
52 Holmes, “Tau: Stability and Change in a Samoan Village,” 43. 
53 Holmes, “Tau: Stability and Change in a Samoan Village,” 42. 
54 Turner, Samoa, A Hundred Years, 88. 
55 Discussion on a latter section specifies the differences in understanding on who and when is a child a tamasā 
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coming out of his/her mother’s womb with ala’alafaga. (welcoming celebration or 

ceremony). For the female, when she is of age, she officially becomes a member of the Nu’u 

o Tama’ita’i. She is expected to carry out her roles accordingly. Tama’ita’i is a fa’alupega 

(address) that all Sāmoan female holds until death.  

Depending on her rank and status, the tama’ita’i either becomes sa’o ’aualuma or becomes a 

member of the aualuma. And when she is the taupou, she models a life of what all aualuma 

must live, and that is a life of purity and chastity. While the emphasis and the primary 

protection is on the sacredness of the taupou, all aualuma are also themselves, tama sā, 

sacred and are expected by their immediate families to be chaste and pure. It was common in 

ancient Sāmoa, and an acceptable norm for girls to marry at a young age (adolescence) and 

they were highly valued and honored especially for their virginity.  

To prepare for marriage, girls would be taught within the aualuma about their bodies and 

their erotic sensations.56 The only difference between the taupou and the aualuma is that the 

aualuma do not undergo a ritual of defloration to publicly declare they have truly lived as 

tama’ita’i honorably and with dignity. The attributes associated with being female or 

tama’ita’i are feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu. These attributes will be re-appropriated 

theologically in the next subsection of this chapter, defining the tagata’aga o tama’ita’i from 

a Sāmoan holistic worldview. The functionary role among many are to be the augafa’apae 

(reconciler), tausala (redeemer), faioa (producer and administrator of wealth), and ositaulaga 

(priestess). Exploring these attributes and functions warrants a thorough revisit of the 

indigenous faith of Sāmoa explicated by mythological traditions. “Mythology or theology to 

our ancestors,” as Ama’amalele Tofaeono has stated, “was a true doctrine which was based 

upon the experiences of encountering the visible and the invisible world.”57 

Tama’ita’i Sāmoa is recognised only as tama sā, feagaiga, and ilāmutu in her family of 

origin. When she is married, her children, especially her daughter/s, will be protected, 

honored and respected as the sacred children not only in their father’s family and village, but 

also in her family. Her children are heirs to her tama-fafine line, (female lineage). 

                                                 

56 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi Efi, “Whispers and Vanities in Samoan Indigenous Religious Culture,” in 
Whispers and Vanities: Samoan Indigenous Knowledge and Religion, eds.Tamasailau M. Suaalii-Sauni, Vitolia 
Mo’a, Naomi Fuamatu, Maualaivao Albert Wendt, Reina Whaitiri, Upolu Luma Va’ai and Stephen L. Filipo 
(Wellington: Huia Publishers, 2014), 26.  
57 Ama’amalele Tofaeono, “Towards a Samoan Theology of Creation” (BD Thesis., Pacific Theological College, 
1993), 43. 
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Fa’asinomaga o le tagata’aga is simply an identification of personhood, and in terms of sex 

and gender, begins in the birthing process. Sāmoa does not differentiate between sex and 

gender. There is no preference for male children as the firstborn. The self-imaging of the 

female gender and the gender identity of a Sāmoan female is shaped in accordance with the 

norms and values for the feminine in the fa’asāmoa.  

There is a basic assumption in the scholarship on “gender” that gender identity is usually 

formed by age three, and is extremely difficult to change after that. Sāmoa, however, is not so 

strict on gender-specific identity and roles at this young age. It was common and natural for 

girls aged twelve to walk around exposing their upper bodies. The boys, on the other hand, 

wore dresses or skirts especially the ones that liked acting feminine. Up to the mid twentieth 

century, it was natural to expose the beauty of the upper body for both men and women and 

the body was not fully covered as it must be today. Clothing initially was “kept to a 

minimum... In public only the genitals were kept covered and this was in protection of their 

sacredness. Breasts were not necessary for the conception of new life and so were not 

afforded the same tapu as the genitals.”58 Whereas tagata’aga and fa’asinomaga (self-

identity) point to the ways or references by which other people categorically define one’s 

personhood, gender identity of a tama’ita’i Sāmoa focuses on the complexity of interactions 

with the whole range of cosmic enterprises. 

Tama’ita’i Sāmoana ma Atua Ali’i-Tama’ita’i: Woman Imaging and Fe-Male 

God 

Tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i is a sacred entity. This is based on the understanding that va in 

tuagane-tuafafinefeagaiga/ sister-brother relationship “accorded a sister sacred status and her 

brother secular status.”59 The saying: “O le tuafafine o le i’oimata o lona tuagane” speaks of 

the sister being the inner cornea of her brother’s eye. This is one of the most, if not the most 

quoted Sāmoan saying that Sāmoan men and women alike give in a discussion about women 

and women’s issues, be it formal or informal, religious or secular, international, regional or 

local. This is to support their claim that Sāmoan women are among the most privileged and 

liberated women in the world. A sister as the cornea of her brother’s eye explains the 

                                                 

58 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi Efi, “Whispers and Vanities in Samoan Indigenous Religious Culture.” 27. 
59See, Lowell D. Holmes, Quest for the Real Samoa: The Mead/Freeman Controversy and Beyond. 
(Massachusetts: Bergin and Garvey Publishers, 1987), 41f. 
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centrality of the female being as tama’ita’i in the Samoan society. The saying bespeaks the 

close relational bond brothers have and ought to have with their sisters. 

Alofi sā o Atua ma Tama’ita’i: Women in the Sacred Circle 

The meaning of the concept tama’ita’i and her central status and place in fa’asāmoa has been 

offered in our previous discussion. As a transition to the exposition of tama’ita’i attributes as 

defined in the religio-cultural expressions of Samoa, we turn now to locate the significant 

status and place of tama’ita’i in the Samoan indigenous religious system. In so doing, the 

sacredness of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i, informed and oriented by the indigenous worship 

known as alofi sā, is featured. The sacred circle with ava ritual60 was and is known as alofi sā 

(sacred circle in worship). Being in the sacred circle and a sacred moment was strictly 

observed, and there were prohibitions surrounding it.61 Should anyone violate alofi sā, a plea 

for Tagaloa’s mercy was the only hope for the restoration of life.  

Missionary writings and earlier literature mentioned briefly Sāmoans taking time to say grace 

before having their meals and in the early hours of the day.62 But no one acknowledged that 

these prayers were indeed part of the prayer life and religion of the indigenous people. 

According to the late Filemoni Tuigamala, alofi sā was a very sacred ancestral tapuaiga done 

either publicly as a community or in the privacy of the extended family worship life.63 He 

added that in the public realm, the whole community observed and remained outside around 

maota in serene, silence, and in peacefulness during the alofi sā o Atua which were matai and 

sa-Tagaloa. Tcherkézoff also notes this as he states: 

Samoans speak of a “sacred circle” (alofi sā). This figure is well suited to showing a 

single belonging; each person sits around the circumference and at the same distance 

from the centre, which is the place of the divine. Yet, the circle is oriented, 

simultaneously and in contrast to the geometry we are familiar with, by axes of value 

which divide the circumference into clearly differentiated arcs. Within these arcs, 

each point is different from the next. In Samoa, these points are represented by the 

                                                 

60 A. Kramer, The Samoa Islands, trans. Theodore E. Verhaaren, Volume. 2 (Auckland: Polynesian Press, 1994), 
549-550. 
61 In one version, Tagaloa had ava with Pava. During the sacrament, Pava’s son soli le alofi, interrupted alofi sā 
thus breaking tapu. As a result, he was killed instantly by Tagaloa. Pava was devastated and pled for mercy. 
God Tagaloa graciously granted Pava’s wish by putting together the dismembered body, clapped his hands, 
then poured ava on the body and said: Ia soifua, you shall live. And hence the body came back to life. 
62 See for instance, W. T. Prichard, Polynesian Reminiscences: Or Life in the South Pacific Islands. (London: 
Chapman and Hall), 1866. 
63 Filemoni Tuigamala was my primary mentor since childhood on the fa’asamoa and fa’amatai. Most of what 
is written in book about the Samoan culture, religion and epistemologies I first learned them from my father. 
Hence my preference to use him as my main source and others are secondary. 
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posts that hold up the conical roof of the ceremonial house, itself comprised of a 

circular base, a circle of posts and a roof, with no internal partitions.64 

When the sacred centre is used for special ceremony, the worship / religious ava ceremony is 

recognised as exclusively alofi-sā-o ali’i.65 Any gathering of the sacred circle of matai was 

opened always with a sufiga, ava ceremony. Alofi sā was held at maota of ali’i sili or in some 

cases, laoa of tu’ua, the chief orator. Maota were built on either central elevated land or the 

foundation was raised higher to distinguish the abode of ali’i sā, who is the earthly 

representative of God from the other residents. Maota o ali’i sā is also called Le-alofi-sā, the 

“sacred centre” because it was the place where tapua’iga was held.  

Professor Wendt detailed his experience of the re-enactment of this alofi sā tapua’iga at a 

retreat that he was invited to attend in 2010. The host explained to him that the rituals called 

fonomaaitu (literally, a conference with the spirits)… involved sufiga66 and anapogi.67 

Accordingly: 

At midnight … emerging out of the darkness about 200 yards away, … we saw 

coconut frond flares being lit and bursting into flames that illuminated the heads, 

shoulders and outlines of the men holding them, as they moved towards us…They 

were obviously calling the atua to come and meet them. The men sat in a circle … 

and talked, whispered. Out of the darkness surrounding us pierced the hooting of an 

actual owl, then another, and then came the cutting squealing of pe’a, the baying of 

dogs, and the crying of iao, ve’a and manuali’i. Then an owl, flashing with the light 

of the flares, swooped down from the towering banyan to our right and flew across 

our sight and up into the air and darkness. They seemed to say that they were with 

us.68 

For worship exclusively for the chiefs, Le-alofi-sā-o-ali’i with God, all pola (thatched blinds) 

were put down until the completion of the ceremony, with the exception of one blind to 

welcoming the entrance and departure of the spirits. The logic of the opening was that the 

whole community tapua’i was in silence outside maota, while ali’i sā have a tapua’iga 

moment alone with God and mata’i’s family deities. Turner records witnessing the actions of 

the head of the family during the Samoan meal times which were at around mid-morning and 

                                                 

64 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, Society,” 246. 
65 Some call it alofi-ma-aitu, with the spirits, or alofi sā-o-atua, of the gods with God Tagaloa. The family 
temples or maota/laoa were the founding houses of matai names, in which, morning and evening, matai 
called together the family cycle and prayed to the deity. 
66 According to Wendt, sufiga is “a process of the gentle negotiation of boundaries, values and beliefs.” Wendt 
“Afterword,” 353 
67 Anapogi is “when the mind and body are relaxed and contemplative and the channels of the dialogue 
between God and soul are more open or less cluttered.” Wendt, “Afterword,” 353. 
68 Wendt, “Afterword,” 353. 
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at sun down.69 Before eating, matai were completely silent first, then one took a cup of ava, 

poured ava on the floor in front of him and uttered a prayer like the following: “Here is ava 

for you, o god! Look kindly toward this family; let it prosper and increase, and let us all be 

kept in health. Let our plantations be productive; let fruit grow; and may there be abundance 

of food for us, your creatures.”70 In short, interpreting tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in the light 

of alofi sā and of the indigenous religion and theology presupposes features such as 

sacredness, purity, and pro-creativity. These divine attributes were inherited and carried by 

tama’ita’i both in her relational, communal and religious engagements.  

While the families worshipped in their family chief’s maota or laoa, each village worshipped 

as a community in the malae or village temples, which is “…simply a ground (ideally 

circular) at the centre of the village: a space watched over by the deity…, whose votive posts 

are the founding houses which encircle it and whose references are the village ancestors, with 

their names forever enthroned in the ceremonial definition of the village recited each time 

two matai from different villages meet.”71 The circular shape and votive posts for maota o 

ali’i as well as salutation addresses for the ancestors are maintained still today.  

This is a factor that was overlooked or ignored by the earliest missionaries and Europeans 

who penned that the indigenous Samoans lack a sense of religiosity due to the absence of 

worship grounds like the ones they have seen in other Polynesian islands such as the 

Marquesas, Tahiti and Rarotonga.72 However, Felix M Keesing did point out that “…it is 

symbolic that in Samoa the malae… was the political and social centre of the village. The 

Sāmoans were no less religious than their fellow-Polynesians, but their religion was closely 

integrated with the elaborate political and social organisation: the priestly functions were 

incorporated with chiefly and orator functions…”73 

Fa’alagina o le Tama’ita’i Sāmoa: Attributes of Samoan Woman 

Tama’ita’i o le Taupou: Woman Symbolising Honor and Dignity 

The titled taupou is “(a) young female accompanying a chief (aliipai’a) who comes to greet 

visitors or enemies was a daughter or sister (real or classificatory)… This person bore a 

                                                 

69 Turner, Samoa, A Hundred Years,116. 
70 Turner,Samoa,A Hundred Years 116. 
71 Tcherkézoff,“Culture, Nation, Society,” 270. 
72 Keesing, Modern Samoa: Its Government and Changing Life (London: Allen & Unwin, 1934), 399. 
73 Keesing. Modern Samoa, 399-400. 
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specific title which represented a sacred complement to the Chief’s title.”74 Speaking of how 

this works in the community “(m)ore precisely, the “dignity” (mamalu) of a High Chief’s title 

was always made a mutual agreement (feagaiga) in the sense that it was constituted by two 

aspects: tamatane name – the Chief’s name – and tamafafine name – the sacred female’s 

name.”75 These “two sides representing these two aspects were respectively the progeny of 

the sons and the progeny of the daughters of the founding ancestors, and they cooperated in 

well-defined ways to maintain the “dignity of the title.”76 

The taupou title is bestowed upon a high ranking tama’ita’i, whose life and actions must be a 

positive reflection and influence on the aualuma who are her entourage, to live as tama’ita’i 

with honor and dignity. In other words, while the sisters symbolise the honor and dignity of 

the Sāmoan community, there is an underlying wisdom that the menfolk also treat their 

tama’itai folks with honor and dignity. A good example of this life is discussed in the 

following excerpt from Lani Wendt’s novel:  

“I’m sorry.” He gave me a rueful smile, carefully pulling my tank top straps back onto 

my shoulder, before disentangling himself from my embrace. I ah… shouldn’t have 

done that. I’m sorry.” He ruffled his fingers through his hair in that nervous gesture I 

knew so well. 

“I’m not sorry.” I slipped off the seat and moved to take him in my arms again. He 

stood stiffly and did not hug me back. “I love you. All I want is to be with you. 

What’s wrong with that?” 

An awkward shrug. “Nothing. But what I said back at the house? About respecting 

you enough to not put your virtue in question? I meant it. Just now, that – us getting 

carried away – it won’t happen again. I promise. I’ll be more careful. You can trust 

me. Okay?”77 

If and when tama’ta’i Sāmoa is properly respected and valued, then the idea of this system is 

that aumaga and aualuma are expected to live and court in purity until they have officially 

consented to be in a union as a couple. Village endogamy or marriage within the village was 

discouraged as the aumaga is the group for the village’s untitled brothers/sons and the 

aualuma is a group of the sisters/daughters of the village. Aumaga-aualuma relationship is 

the tuagane-tuafafine-feagaiga / covenant at work. In my theory, this was the logic of the 

                                                 

74 Tcherkézoff, First Contact, 18. 
75 Tcherkézoff, First Contact, 18. 
76 Tcherkézoff, First Contact, 18.Tcherkézoff cites Schultz as saying: ‘The most important principles of Samoan 
family law and the law of inheritance’. Journal of the Polynesian Society, vol. 20 (1911), 43-53. 
77 Lani Wendt Young Telesā: The Covenant Keeper. Lani Wendt Young 2011, 386. (ISBN-13:978-1466253711) 
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constant exchange of inter-village malaga (visits) between the village aumaga and aualuma 

groups. These groups did not only go on the inter-island, inter-village malaga to celebrate 

unions of a taupou or anaia, but this was a traditional form of courtship. And matches were 

made and wives or husbands were sought during inter-village and inter-island aumaga-

aualuma poula during these visitations. 

In reality, though, there was and is a great deal of leeway in such understanding for the male 

gender. It is acceptable for men to be promiscuous to prove their manhood, and high ranking 

men especially are encouraged to sire (outside of taupou system of arranged marriage) 

children with high ranking women who are not tied to the taupou title, where they will be 

officially deflowered. This, in my opinion, is where the system has a double-standard because 

if these women were caught being promiscuous or fell pregnant, they would be punished for 

dishonouring the family integrity. And the men that took their purity away and impregnated 

them were seen as sexually productive and fruitful. As for tama'ita'i as taupou, “[i]n real life, 

a girl in a titled family may have had her husband virtually chosen for her by the heads of her 

family and village.”78 

Tama’ita’i o le Feagaiga: Women as Sacred Covenants 

Tama’ita’i as feagaiga refers here to the covenant relationship between the brother and his 

sister. This boundary is marked because feagaiga concept is extensive and complex in the 

fa’asāmoa or Samoan worldview.79 Note, though, that “…the Samoan concept of feagaiga… 

provided (and to some extent still provides) a metaphorical foundation for the ideological 

structure by which order is maintained in Samoan society.”80 In fa’amatai, for example, 

feagaiga is also honoured in a relationship between a chief of high rank and another chief in 

the same village. Though feminine in its conception, a male counterpart is being considered 

as the feagaiga of another chief. Feagaiga in this regard is either a male or a female chief in 

covenant with mostly a higher ranking or paramount chief.  

                                                 

78 Richard Moyle, Fāgogo: Fables from Samoa in Samoan and English (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 
1996), 25. See also C. Stübel, Myths and legends of Samoa. trans. Brother Herman (Wellington Reed, 1976), 
120. 
79 Reference is made here to the feagaiga in the context of the fa’amatai where chiefs of paramount status 
are accorded with feagaiga. These chiefs are mostly male descendants but are honoured and respected in 
chiefly covenantal relationships. 
80 Penelope Schoeffel. “The Samoan concept of Feagaiga and its Transformation,” in Tonga and Samoa: 
Images of Gender and Polity, ed. Judith Huntsman (University of Canterbury: Macmillan Brown Centre for 
Pacific Studies, 1995), 85. 
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Recordwise, the first known written definition of feagaiga is given by George Pratt in 1862 

as “an established relationship between different parties, as between brothers and sisters and 

their children – likewise between chiefs and their tulāfale.”81 Over a century later, as the 

Samoan society evolved, G.B Milner gave the definition for feagaiga as 

“1. Agreement, contract, treaty… 2. Special relationship ( a kind of perpetual kinship) 

between two kin-groups… of greater or less extent, who regard themselves as being 

the descendants of a woman (in the case of “tamafafine”and of her brother (in the case 

of “tamatane”). 3. Descendants of a woman (from the point of view of her brother or 

of his descendants) … 4. Covenant, testament… (e.g) The New Testament. 5. Po(lite). 

(i) pastor (ii) RC Catechist… 6… Polite term for “tamafafine”.82 

Feagaiga derives from the root word feagai which is defined by Pratt as “to be opposite to 

each other, to correspond to or dwell together cordially, to be on good terms; as a chief with 

his people, or a minister with his flock”83 and by G.B Milner, reflecting the modern expansion 

in meaning, as “1. Face, be opposite… 2. Happen at the same time as coincide with… 3. Be 

faced with, be up against… 4. Be in accord (in agreement)… 5. Be fit, fitting, appropriate… 

6. Agree, fall in with.”84 

The meaning of feagaiga in reference to Sāmoan women is twofold. In the private familial 

realm, the female is the feagaiga in her role as her tuagane (brother’s) tuafafine (biological, 

relational and or adoptive sister). In the religio-cultural realm, the female is feagaiga of the 

Sāmoan men. Her honorific place in the covenant relationship has endowed her with the 

status of se’etalāluma (sitting at the front posts of the house) or ai-i-talāluma (eats at the 

front place of the house).85 The front “sitting and eating” of tama’ita’i is a formal protocol 

that exemplifies her a priori worth and status. Tama’ita’i in this regard is to be served by her 

brothers with care and respect. “The term feagaiga encapsulates the idealised principles of 

order in Sāmoan society at all levels of organisation. While women generally are the feagaiga 

of their male kinsfolk, the concept feagaiga has several meanings. It is employed here 

primarily as the central concept, in the sacred relationship between tuafafine-tuagane. 

                                                 

81 George Pratt, A Grammar and Dictionary of the Samoan language (London: London Missionary Society, 
1862) 4th edition, revised and enlarged J.E..Newell, (Malua: London Missionary Society, 1911), 128. 
82 G.B. Milner, Samoan Dictionary (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), 8. 
83 Pratt, A Grammar and Dictionary of the Samoan language, 128. 
84 Milner, Samoan Dictionary, 8. 
85 Pio Mailo, ‘O le Aganuu Samoa: O Samoa o le Atunu’u Tofi: Ua Fa’avae i Tu Fa’aaloalo ma Upu Fa’aaloalo,’ 
(no publisher, 1991), 18. 
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Within the immediate and extended family, she is feagaiga of her brothers and her male 

cousins from her tamatane line. Tama’ita’i as feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu not only occupy 

a central place in the fa’asāmoa but also play significant roles in the religio-cultural way of 

life. Hence, tama’ita’i remained as life-giving agents in their roles and responsibilities to the 

people and the community at large. Her sacredness as feagaiga empowered her for this vital 

status and role. Often in cases of family disparities, tama’ita’i in her three persona were 

instrumental in keeping peace and harmony. Their mere presence and intervening in physical 

conflicts brought an end to such matters. It was the belief that a curse would fall on a person 

or party if tama’ita’i was wounded in the course of her intervention amidst such conflicts.86 It 

was the central role of the sister as feagaiga to mend broken relationship in families and 

communities. Not only could she act as a mediator between the two parties, but she could 

also initiate the process of peace-keeping by showing that she can first offer forgiveness. 

In terms of decision-making, the feagaiga-tuafafine as the sacred one has the “power of veto 

over decisions of the family”87 “Ignoring the wishes of the tama sā would result in family 

misfortune (as mentioned) and even sickness or death of family members.”88 The mana of 

feagaiga in decision making principally assumes her rights over other important matters 

including land. These rights had to be strictly observed as they had been divinely sanctioned. 

The sister “knows that she has this right as an heir but she rarely claims land for herself since 

she knows that the tilling and the cultivation of the land is not regarded as her 

responsibility.”89 Customarily, as the daughter of the family she also automatically inherited a 

piece of land, like her brother, through her family matai. Even if feagaiga was married and 

lived with her in-laws, her rights to lands and titles are secured for her and her descendants. If 

the husband died or divorced her, she could return to her family of origin with the assurance 

that there was land available for her to cultivate for her sustenance, shelter, and livelihood. 

Tama’ita’i o le Tama sā: Woman as Sacred Child/Heir 

In the previous section, a brief discussion on the equal and complementary sharing of 

tagata’aga by both the female and male was implicit in the understanding of the sister/s 

                                                 

86 There is an unwritten law that is observed and obeyed by mainly Samoan males that hurting a female is 
forbidden. It only takes a coward to beat up a tama’ita’i. 
87 Lowell Holmes, A Case Study in Cultural Anthropology (San Francisco: H, Rinehart and Winston, 1987), 20 
88 Holmes, A Case Study, 20 Also see, Roina Fa’atauva’a, “Precedents for Samoan Women's Ministry," Pacific 
Journal of Theology Series, II No. 7, (1992): 15-27. 
89 Aiono Fanaafi, “Western Samoa: The Sacred Covenant" in Land Rights of Pacific Women (Suva: Institute of 
Pacific Studies, 1986), 104. 
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being the sacred feagaiga of the brothers. This section details how the brother-sister sacred 

relationship is generally solidified and sealed for generations through the birth of feagaiga’s 

children who are known as tama sā. Various sources give a different meaning to tama sā. 

One source describes tama sā as the second child of a chief’s sister.90 Others say that it is a 

term given to fanau a le teine e ulumatua ai le fanau a se ulugali’i (children of the daughter 

who is the eldest born in the family).91 According to Filemoni Tuigamala,92e taua e tuagane 

fanaua o latou tuafafine, ma e tupuga mai ai, o a latou tama sā (the Samoan brothers call the 

children of their sister/s the sacred child/children). E afua mai lea i le vatapu’i o tuagane ma 

tuafafine (which stems from the sacred brother-sister relationship). O lea va, e sa ona 

fela’asa’i ai ni tala pe ni aga matagā ma le lē fa’aaloalo (this sacred relationship taboos the 

usage of profane language and disrespectful actions). Tuigamala’s explanation of the 

meaning of tama sā is in line with Pratt’s definition that tama sā refers “to the children of a 

sister.”93 

Mailo Pio,94 another source, gives tama sā as se’etalāluma (one who sits at the front); and 

also ‘ai’iletalāluma (the one who eats in the front). In elaborating, he continues by giving a 

threefold explanation that a tama sā is: 1) feagaiga a le tuagane (the brother’s covenant); 2) 

tama fafine i se fanau a se ulugali’i (a female child/ren of parents). In other words, the female 

children are tama sā to both the mother’s and father’s families; and 3) o tagata na tutupu mai 

ai matua o se aiga anamua (the original ancestors of parents and family generations).95 Note 

that the first meaning given by Pio incorporates what Tuigamala and Pratt and most Sāmoan 

people and researchers alluded to. The initial understanding in ancient Sāmoa is that tama sā 

is a specific and a particular rendering to the children and offsprings of the firstborn child 

who is a female and a descendant of a high chiefly family. Just as feagaiga concept was also 

                                                 

90 This meaning is given in the glossary of an authored book Tala o le Vavau: Myths, Legends and Customs of 
Old Samoa (Australian Print Group, 1976), 192 
91 This is from an informal discussion with some young Samoans many years ago on the meaning of tama sā. 
92 The first classroom for the Samoan language and fa’asamoa for the Samoan children are at home and at the 
nu’u o Matai (village of chiefs) and the nu’u o Tama’ita’i (village of women). The children of church ministers 
do not have such privileges as they are raised in villages where their parents are ministering and not their 
parent’s village of origin. They are treated as foreigners who do not have connections to the village and the 
land.  
93 Pratt, 319 
94 Pio Mailo, O le Aganuu Samoa: O Samoa o le Atunuu Tofi Ua Fa’avae i Tu Fa’aaloalo ma Upu Fa’aaloalo  
(Lomiga Fou, Oketopa 1991), 18 
95 Mailo Pio’s question #209 of his book gives three answers as such; O le a le uiga o le upu Se’etalāluma – 
Aiiletalāluma? – What is the meaning of the words se’etalāluma – ‘aiiletalāluma? Answer; 1. O le feagaiga a 
tuagane. 2. O le tama fafine i se fanau a se ulugali’i. 3 Tama sā lea na tutupu mai ai matua o se aiga anamua. 
(refer to translation in the text). 
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particular for affluent tama’ita’i from high chiefly lines. Although the three meanings of 

tama sā differ slightly, the veneration of the sacred, tama sā, clearly refers to the feminine 

and female lineage. 

Building on the etymology of the word, I make a case that the word tama sā is in itself very 

inclusive when using the meaning of tama as a neutral, genderless word for every child born 

into a Sāmoan family, village and district. It is indicative of the child, either a male or female, 

and both are regarded as sā, (sacred/holy). Tama sā is an honorific salutation for the children 

(boys and girls) of female descendants. The children are treated by the brothers and their 

families (wife and children) with great honour, dignity, and respect. They automatically treat 

the sister’s children with the same respect and honour they give to the sister/s. The sister’s 

children are feagaiga a tuagane (covenant of the brothers). 

It is important to note the difference here, even though the sons of the sister are called tama 

sā, they do not carry that honour through marriage. He remains his mother’s family’s tama sā 

but his children will not be their tama sā. It is his wife’s family that will call his children, 

their tama sā. His sister’s children become his relational tama sā. While tama sā here 

includes children of the sisters, the carriers of that honor are the female descendants. The 

brother’s seed becomes the invisible carrier of that tradition. Without the seed (father) there is 

no child, and without the womb (mother) there is no tama sā. Both the seed and the 

land/womb are needed in the formation/growing of the tama sā. It is important to share this 

information so that the non-Sāmoan can understand the complicated and interconnected 

linking in the given concepts. 

Tama sā is also more gender-specific, referring specifically to female children of parents. The 

female children are tama sā to both their mothers and father’s families. This indicates that the 

daughters are not only sacred to their mother’s family but they are also the sacred children of 

their father’s family. So when they get married, their daughters will be the tama sā in her 

family as well as her husband’s family. The male children are not the sacred children in both 

parents’ families. But the male children’s daughters will be sacred to their wives’ families.  

The reference of tama sā to the original ancestors of parents and family generations96 is 

another important aspect. Here, even though the emphasis is placed on the feagaiga (sister), it 

is the children, people and/or generations born of the original ancestral parents that are more 
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significant. Tagata’aga o tama sā, therefore, is not limited to the sister’s sacred covenantal 

relationship with the brother, but it extends to include the sacred relationship between her 

brothers and their sisters’ children. The sacredness of tagata’aga in this regard is carried 

through by tama’ita’i, as feagaiga, ilāmutu and tama sā or the female lineage, and is 

inevitably shared by both the female and male.97 

The sacred sister-brother feagaiga is reinforced by the awareness that its violation has 

negative consequences, as the sister is believed to have the power to curse. Should there be a 

curse and it is not lifted properly, the curse is then thought to be inherent in his children and 

carried throughout his generations.98 Redemption through performing a ritual for forgiveness 

and reconciliation depends on the willingness of the sister as feagaiga to utter her pardon and 

forgive her brother, thus freeing the generations to come of any mishaps connected to the dis-

connected sacred covenant. 

Often when a chief or brother is seriously ill, their sister is sent for. When she comes, she 

would be asked to rinse her mouth with coconut juice so that the brother or chief will be 

pardoned of the curse for any misdeed done to the sister. The same atoning role of feagaiga is 

applied, especially when the brother has done wrong or assaulted his sister’s children or tama 

sā. Note that:  

The tama sā relationship also applies to female siblings and underlies the avoidance 

and respect patterns observed between brothers and sisters. These patterns extend to 

adopted brothers and sisters and to cousins, who are referred to as brothers and sisters. 

Kinship reckoning is classificatory and appropriate behaviour extends to all relatives 

who are referred to by a common term.99 

In sum, tama sā is protected and maintained under the feagaiga and its associated institutions. 

It has to be noted that the emphasis on the female or matrilineal lineage does not intend to 

exclude the patrilineal lineage. Afterall, the sacred origin of tama sā is the tama’ita’i. This 

means that the children of a sister’s brother are also embraced as sacred – tama sā through 

their mothers’ line. The institution of tama sā, therefore, is complimentarily distinct and 

inclusive. No one child and one’s tagata’aga is left outside of tama sā complex because 

every child born of a woman is a tama sā. What is notable at this stage is that tagata’aga o le 

                                                 

97 These three concepts will be explained in depth in a later chapter. 
98 For further information on this, see for instance J. W. Davidson, Samoa mo Samoa: The Emergence of the 
Independent State of Western Samoa (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1967). 
99 Holmes, “Ta’u,” 18. 
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tama’ita’i is intimately sacred, embodied by the tama sā (covenantal or sister’s children), and 

equally inherited by both female and male heirs or children of a union. The understanding of 

tama’ita’i as tama sā will be developed further in the final chapter as a theological-

cosmological model for tagata’aga o le tamai’ta’i Samoa. 

Tama’ita’i o le Ilāmutu: Women as Sources of Blessing and Curse 

Pratt defines ilāmutu as “a relationship term referring variously to a father’s sister, father’s 

father’s sister, and father’s sister’s female children.”100 He continues that “... the access to 

supernatural power of the ilāmutu is demonstrated; if the women ... are in human form, they 

may have the ability to restore life to the dead, and if they are portrayed in animal form, they 

are usually summoned to bring relief of various kinds of emergency situations.”101 Another 

source situates Sāmoan older women as ilāmutu. 102 Employing ilāmutu here to mean both 

(the father’s sister, the maternal grandfather’s sister, and father’s sister’s female children; and 

the older women) the underlying point is the significance status of the female kins in their 

family of origin:  

...the female agnate-especially if she is the senior female member, the ilāmutu - has 

certain rights in the group which the male agnates must acknowledge if descent group 

harmony is to be maintained. As a participant in the aiga potopoto she should, for 

example, approve any proposals concerning matai title succession or the alienation of 

land; she should be allowed the first choice of certain durable property acquired by 

the descent group in its exchange transactions and may demand and receive food from 

her brother's household, thus obtaining goods for possible use by her husband and 

children; and she may always return to her brother's household and take up residence 

there accompanied by any of her children whom she is able to bring from her 

husband's place. At one time these and other rights of the sister were supported by the 

belief that she had a cursing power capable of visiting her brother and his descendants 

with sterility, illness or death. This specific belief would not seem to be very widely 

or intensely held today; yet the sister is still influential and highly respected, and on 

the occasion of disunity within a descent group, misfortune may still be attributed to 

supernatural sanctions upholding the sister's position.103 

As tama’ita’i with supernatural power and connections, Moyle refers to ilāmutu as 

... a further relationship which may possibly have connections with the supernatural, 

in the form of prescience, is that of the mānamea. Although the current meaning is of 

a favourite or dear friend, the fāgogo references are to something more profound. The 

                                                 

100 Pratt, Grammar and Dictionary of the Samoan language, 83. 
101 Richard Moyle, Fāgogo: Fables from Samoa in Samoan and English (Auckland University Press, 1981), 25.  
102 Mead. Margaret, Social Organisation of Manua (Honolulu: Bulletin 76 of the Bishop Museum, 1930), 136 
103 Richard P. Gilson,“Samoan Descent Groups: A Structural Outline” The Journal of Polynesian Society, volume 
72, no.4(1963), 375. 
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classic situation is for a singularly beautiful girl, usually of high rank, to reject 

personally all suitors because she is awaiting for her manamea to come.104 

Under fa’amanamea (courtship), the tama’ita’i may turn down a suitor selected by her chief 

and family in favor of the manamea she has chosen herself. Fa’amanamea is the extension, 

or the romantic aspect of semagafa discussed below, where she sema (chooses) her manamea 

(lover) to carry her gafa (line).  

Tama’ita’i o le Tama Fafine: Women as Female Heir/Lineage 

Within the concepts feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu, and “basic to the organization of the 

family is the pattern of respect which men must pay to their sisters, father’s sisters, father’s 

father’s sisters and to the children of these female relatives…” 105 This respect and honor for 

the tama’ita’i is “referred to as tamafafine (sister’s children), ilāmutu (sic) (father’s sister), 

feagaiga (relationship between male and female relatives) and se’etalāluma (female 

relatives.)”106 However, tamafafine is more inclusive of both genders in the sense that the 

“sister’s children include those of both sexes and are treated with equal respect by the 

children of the mother’s brothers. The female branches of the family are important segments 

to be satisfied in family decisions. Samoans believe that going against the wishes of this 

faction will bring sickness or other misfortune to the rest of the family.”107 

Tama’ita’i o Ositaulaga ma Taulāitu: Women as Priestess 

The religious set up of pre-Christian Samoa instituted chiefs or heads of each family as 

ositaulaga (priests). By inheriting chiefly titles, tama’ita’i in such a category had been 

entitled to be an integral part of the indigenous priesthood. Alongside this institution, there 

existed taulāitu (anchor of gods or spirits) as another priestly order, where “only a few 

people, both men, and women, were considered to have the power of speaking for or to the 

gods and there (they) were full-time professional priests”108 Accordingly, taulāitu were 

mediators between the gods and the people. In times of trouble, aitu interceded on people’s 

behalf and were often being “summoned for divine aid.”109 Since the “power of gods and 

spirits (of ancestors) influenced human activities, …sacredness (mana and tapu) was 

                                                 

104 Moyle, Fāgogo, 25. 
105 Holmes, “Ta’u, “17. 
106 Holmes, “Ta’u,” 17. 
107 Holmes, “Ta’u”, 18. 
108 Meleisea, Lalaga, 36. 
109 Tofaeono, Eco-theology of Aiga, 168 
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associated with many aspects of life and gave dignity to secular actions.”110 Their role as 

priests was to evoke the gods for blessings, protection, and guidance. 

In the “polytheistic-oriented” religion of Sāmoa, ositaulaga and taulāitu commonly shared in 

their roles of adoring Atua, “the eternal, highest, immovable, supreme and superior God with 

non-human origin… with thanksgiving especially for the gifts of providence”111 In the same 

vein, Aitu, descendants of the “original gods,”were feared and revered, as they not only lived 

close by the family, village and district community but they were involved and influential in 

the affairs of the living.112 In the case of misdeeds against Aitu, the priests interceded by 

appeasing the deity involved. This meant that the priests functioned more practically in a 

diverse manner, as they dealt mostly with taulaga (sacrificial offering) and ifoga (the act of 

reconciliation).113 The fact that tama’ita’i constituted the priestly lineage and functioned 

effectively in the indigenous Sāmoan religion has been pointed out. 

Tama’ita’i o ‘Augafa’apae: Women as Peace Keepers 

Women in the traditional Sāmoan view had effective reconciliatory powers. Being known as 

‘auga (initiator), and, fa’apae (tosmooth out, straightening), tama’ita’i were attributed with a 

sacred duty of peacekeeping. Tama’ita’i as ‘augafa’apae was modified to pae-ma-le-auli (to 

straighten and iron out conflicts) to be in line with the changes in Sāmoa.114 Based on their 

functionary roles and experiences of paepae (spreading and smoothing out stones for the 

foundations of houses) and auli (the art of ironing out of traditional wares), tama’ita’i are 

respected as peace-keepers and re-conciliators of the families and the village communities. 

Tama’ita’i o Tausala/Togisala: Women as Redeemers 

The attribute tausala is suggestive of the notion of redemption. This is based on the common 

understanding and literal renderings of the concepts, tau (price or ransom) and, sala 

                                                 

110 Meleisea, Lalaga, 35 
111 Tofaeono, Eco-theology of Aiga, 164. 
112 See the classification of attributes of these deities; ‘Atua and Aitu Tofaeono, Eco-Theology of Aiga,165; and, 
Meleisea, Lalaga, 36f. 
113 Tofaeono sums up the “ritualistic expression” of the Samoan indigenous religion featured in the writing of:  
K. Faletoese, O le Tala Fa’asolopito o le Ekalesia Samoa (LMS): A History of the Samoan Church (Apia: Malua 
Printing Press, 1959), 160 as: 1. Tapua’iga nonofo (meditative aspect), 2. Taulaga (proper preparation, offering 
and distribution of food), 3. Ifoga (reconciliation) p..   
114 Pae (to lay out the pebbles smoothly) ma le auli (iron), Auli was introduced after the arrival of colonisation. 
But it was a daily chore of the female gender to either create or smoothen the pebbles used as pathway/s 
rocks around the homes. Hence the meaning of ‘augafa’apae, as an attibute for tama’ita’i folks especially the 
taupou, is metaphorically employed to refer to them as keepers of peace, in the families, community and 
society. 
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(misconduct, curse, or sin). The combination of the two syllables provides meanings such as, 

“price of misconducts, curse or sin;” and “being hit to reach the price for wrongdoings.” 

Whereas the former composition of meaning assumes the ransoming aspect, that of a price 

paid to redeem something, the latter composition presupposes the idea of suffering, thus 

referring to the sacrificial and atonement overtones.  

The ordinary understanding of tausala attributed to tama’ita’i also resembles the notion of 

dearness and beauty. In this vein, tama’ita’i is adored for her beauty both in character and 

physical outlook. George Pratt presents the meanings of tausala as; “a titled lady, a 

chieftainess,”115 The installation of honorific titles was a mark of extraordinary services she 

had done for the aiga.116 The mana or power of tama’ita’i as chieftainess and as the sacred 

sister to bless and curse elevated her as tausala, the one who atones and redeems. When a life 

is lost as a result of an accident, fight or killing, the family of the offender offers ifoga, which 

is a traditional reconciliation ritual. In this ritual, the taupou is offered as the tau (ransom 

price) for sala (the wrong doing). The logic is that the taupou is the darling or the most 

precious thing a family can offer to atone the act. Here, the association of the tausala to the 

alofi sā, as feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu makes her the most precious thing to offer, just as 

the alofi sā is the house of atonement for sinners seeking refuge. Assuming the status and role 

of chieftainship, therefore, bespeaks the atoning attribute of the tama’ita’i. No matter how 

serious the sin, an ifoga presented by a taupou is almost always accepted because it is a 

humble and humiliating experience. Today tama’ita’i as tausala is associated more with the 

admiration and acknowledgement of her outer or physical beauty, gracefulness, and her 

gentle poise. Tama’ita’i as togisala (sacrifice for sins) is used interchangably to refer to her 

redemptive role. 

Tama’ita’i o le Fai’oa: Women as Wealth Producers 

In traditional Sāmoa, tamaitai were faioa (producers or makers of wealth). Their artistic 

abilities in producing the most valuable goods had been highly recognized by the village 

community. In association with the sacredness of their status, the material goods they 

produced have been considered and taken as wealth or goods of worth and of high quality. 

                                                 

115 The Samoan expression; “O le tausala o le nu’u” (The chieftainess of the village) is given here to implicate 
the chiefly status of tama’ita’i or she is the taupou. 
116 Mailo, ‘O le Aganuu Samoa, 15. In the Questions and Answers, he asks: O le a le uiga o le upu Augafa’apae? 
(Question: What is the meaning of Augafa’apae? O le tama’ita’i lea na fa’asaofa’i e Tulafale. (Answer: 
Augafa’apae is the lady who has been conferred with a chiefly title by the orators).  
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The production of such valuable goods for exchange requires patience, a lot of time and 

commitment. The economic life in pre-Christian Sāmoan society functioned on small-scale 

subsistence and a non-monetary economy. The system was empowered by the principles of 

re-distribution and reciprocity.  

In the village of tama’ita’i, women produced the capital assets. Accordingly, women were 

active participants in the socioeconomic system by making shell money, bark cloths, and 

weaving mats and fine mats. Since the ie toga (fine mat) is the most valuable item in cultural 

exchanges, most of their time was spent on weaving. Weaving, the teaching of the art of 

weaving and the reviving and maintaining the process of weaving became a fixed 

establishment of the nu’u o tama’ita’i. Besides other social duties, their participation in the 

socioeconomic system was marked by their creativity and weaving capacities. Almost every 

Sāmoan ceremony concludes with the presentation of gifts in the form of fine mats and other 

valuables in exchange for foodstuffs or liquid assets.117 

A traditional marriage, for instance, is not complete without the presentation of the bride’s 

family’s ‘oa (wealth). The groom’s family in return reciprocate their ‘oa in foodstuffs like 

taro, pigs. The exchange of cultural ‘oa in such ceremonies is reliant on the cooperative 

teamwork and weaving work of the tama’ita’i in nuu o tama’ita’i. Some of these values 

were/are held, carried on and continued today by village weavers while others have 

eventually died out. These gender-specific roles of tama’ita’i Sāmoa have been challenged by 

the shifts in contemporary Sāmoa. While roles needed to be divided then, in order to maintain 

peace and solidarity in the community, the community itself has now shifted to accommodate 

the changing Sāmoa. 

Men no longer have to depend primarily on fishing the sea and cultivating the land, and 

women no longer have to do domestic chores for their daily needs and survival. There is no 

longer a clear strict demarcation line of what is Sāmoan men’s work and what is Sāmoan 

women’s work. Only in cases where the majority of the rural village population depend 

primarily on the resources from the land and sea for their daily needs and existence do we see 

in contemporary Sāmoa this clear division. Today, both women and men can earn a living for 

                                                 

117 Pam Thomas and Noumea Simi, "The New Samoan Businesswoman: Pacific Women on the Move,”Pacific 
Perspective, vol. 2, no. 2 (Suva: Fiji Times Ltd), 5-12. 
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their families outside the realm of the Nuu o Tama’ita’i and Ali’i. Those with qualification 

and expertise hold high positions in government and private sectors. 

Tama’ita’i o To’ala Fa’a’autama: Women as Progenitor of Heirs 

The dignity, respect and honour of tagata’aga o tama’ita’i in the cycle of Sāmoan life centres 

on to’ala fa’a’autama o tama’ita’i (wombs of women). Important to mention here is an 

acceptable practice of old Sāmoa that gave the tama’ita’i the right to semagafa. This is her 

right to choose or select a suitor to sire her a child/ren. Through this practice, an ordinary 

tama’ita’i secured the ties of her bloodline, through her offspring, to a high chiefly title. 

Aristocratic tama’ita’i, on the other hand, participated in continuing her elitist line by 

selecting a man of higher or equal standing to her to father her child/ren. This mades her 

children heirs of the highest ranking chiefs in Sāmoa.  

Sema gafa, in sum, gave the tama’ita’i the right to allow or disallow the entry of the male 

seeds to enter into her to’ala (womb). Women who conceived child/ren through semagafa, 

even though it was rare and discouraged, only desired the seeds of a nobleman for conception 

and not his hand in marriage. Even without a traditional wedding ceremony, her children 

became the legitimate heirs to his family title or carried his last name. If she was of higher 

rank than the wife/wives of the chief, her children were higher in rank and the primary 

inheritors of his chiefly title. It did not matter if the child was a legitimate or an illegitimate 

heir. The rank of the children’s mother in the Sāmoan social organisation structure was much 

more important than the nature of his or her conception. This was in contrast to the common 

practice of arranged marriages for the daughters and nieces of high ranking chiefs, discussed 

later, where the women usually had no saying in the matter.  

The sacredness of tama’ita’i regulated by mana and tapu was strictly protected as not only 

were they the initiators and nurturers of human life, but they were also the reproducers of the 

human generation.118 Birthing, as usual, was always relational and generational. In 

circumstances of birth, and especially when a mother was about to give birth, for instance, the 

family call the names of their gods. The name called when the child is born would be his/her 

                                                 

118 Holmes, “Tau,”78. 
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name and the child would honour her/his god by not eating it. The deity was then considered 

as the child’s guardian.119 

The importance of birthing in the traditional worldview is suggestive of the notion that gafa o 

aiga (genealogy or family lineage) stemming from women’s wombs are preserved and cared 

for with sacredness. The prohibitions of family lineages from public disclosure presuppose 

the sacredness of the womb of tama’ita’i as the original place of birth, the rights to birthing, 

together with the relational bonding of kin, kinships, and the land.120 Note that inspite of the 

acknowledgment of the female being through these attributes as an independent person 

herself, the Sāmoan female as to’ala fa’a’autama seems to be the most important attribute. 

As young adults, female to’ala fa’a’autama take precedence in significance and thus being 

and becoming a mother and her motherhood defines who she is. 

This is by no means an idealization of the early Samoan system. While it is liberating for 

women to be able to sema gafa, the emphasis on her to’ala fanau is troubling, especially 

when tama’ita’i were confined and defind by their reproductive organs. Tama’ita’i who are 

not mothers by choice and by circumstances are excluded and marginalized. It is precisely 

their primarily being to’alafanau or to’alafa’a’autama that has caused terror and subjected 

many women to all forms of abuse. And when one’s to’ala fa’a’autama is not productive as 

expected, her worth as a person is forgotten. Instead, she is publicly shamed and mocked for 

her inability to produce a biological heir for her husband. Many endure in silence the trauma 

caused by the emotional, sociological and psychological abuse attached to the stigma of 

barren-ness especially if the problem lies with the impotency of the husband. Note that to’ala 

as fa’a’autama used interchangably as to’alafa’a’autagata refers to the womb as the place 

for human formation. To’ala fanau refers to the birth canal that carry human beings out of the 

womb. 

Summary 

Attempts have been made in this chapter to define the concept tagata’aga o tama’ita’i and 

her significant meanings, status and place in the Sāmoan society. In defining the concepts, it 

is clearly stated at the outset that tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Samoa specifically refers to her 

                                                 

119 Tofaeono, “Towards a Samoan Theology of Creation,” 60. 
120 The idea here is enlightened by the Samoan phrase, o gafa ola – translated as ‘living genealogy,’ or a 
‘prosperous lineage.’ This can be interpreted to mean the people and generations of continuous blessings.  
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being sacred and being human. Tamaitai’s dignity and identity are then shaped and imaged 

within the Samoan religio-cultural structure and has thus found new meanings and 

expressions attributed to her. Such attributes of tama’ita’i have been explored in detail in the 

second part of the discussion. 

From the research exploration, it is observed that tama’ita’i and its difference in meaning 

from the commonly used English translation,“women,” derive from the fact that tama’ita’i 

validates the sacredness of the feminine in terms of personhood, being and humanness, 

regardless of her age, status and place in the Sāmoan society. Noticeable, for instance, is the 

fact that tama’ita’i’s being endowed with the sacred attributes inadvertently coincides with 

their representations in the actual living experiences of the Sāmoan society. The conviction 

that they are sacred, cultural and social beings endures in addresses such as tama sā (being 

set apart as a sacred child), feagaiga (sacred covenantal counterpart to the male), 

‘augafa’apae (peacekeeper), tausala (redeemer and reconciler), ilāmutu (spiritual mediator), 

and, to’ala fa’a’autama (originator and progenitor of heir). These are mostly viewed from an 

indigenous perspective as the non-dualistic and co-existing sacred or divine and human 

attributes of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. This leads us to the next chapter, which is an in depth 

inquiry into the nature of this sacred-social or divine-human co-existential reality of 

tama’ita’i in the structure of fa’asāmoa as featured in myths, traditions and narratives 

explored through talatalaga. 
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Chapter 3 Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i Sāmoa i le Fa’asāmoa / 

Fa’amatai1: Imaging Women in the Sāmoan Chiefly System 
 

Introduction 

The multifaceted attributes of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoana have been explored in the 

previous chapter. Most of such attributes signify the central place of tama’ita’i in the religio-

cultural spheres of fa’asāmoa.The way of Sāmoans is centred on fa’amatai, which is literally 

translated as the way of the chiefs.2 As a system of government in itself, “fa’asāmoa is in 

most respects diametrically opposite to the values and principles and practices of democratic 

form of government.”3 It is my contention in this chapter, however, that, when taken at its 

best upon modification and transformation, fa’asāmoa governed by fa’amatai is Sāmoa’s 

own form of democracy that is applicable to other similar contexts in Polynesia. This is the 

depth of the fa’asāmoa that is not seen and understood by the foreigners and tourists whose 

knowledge of the Sāmoan way of life is limited to their admiration of the beauty of the so-

called “noble savages,”4 and of a place that is “a heavenly paradise where prevailing mores 

and values of modern civilization did not exist.”5 

Using talanoaga methodology and talatalaga hermeneutic, this chapter examines the 

dynamic developments of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoa in the structure of the fa’amatai 

system. It takes its departure point from a mythological tradition of how humankind came 

into being as well as the existence of cultural institutions that surrounded and shaped the 

female tagata’aga. It then briefly exposes the ancient Sāmoan structure of society and 

identifies the determining factors that impacted changes in the shaping of tagata’aga o 

tama’ita’i. The last and major section then thoroughly examines the drastic transformational 

                                                 

1 Fanaafi Aiono LeTagaloa, “Samoan Culture and Government”, in Culture and Democracy in the South Pacific, 
ed. Ron Crocombe (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies, 1992), 117-137 and “Role of Women in Samoan Society: 
The Sacred Covenant,” SPC Women-in-Fisheries Information Bulletin, # 2 – (March 1988): 7-12. 
2Fa’asamoa is fa’amatai and fa’amatai is the fa’asamoa. Both are used interchangeably throughout to refer to 
tagata (human being) and the shaping of tagata’aga (personality) of the Samoans. 
3 Afamasaga Toleafoa, “One Party State: The Samoan Experience,” in Politics, Development and Security in 
Oceania, eds. David Hegarty and Darrell Tryon (The Australian National University: ANU E Press, 2013), 69.  
4 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a Swiss French philosopher described in his writing the Samoans as the noble 
savages. He influenced the creation of Samoa as in the words of Blackburn Atgen a heavenly paradise where 
prevailing mores and values of modern civilization did not exist. 
5 Mark Blackburn Atgen, “Samoa” Women of Polynesia (PA: Schiffer Publishing Ltd), 98. 
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changes in tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoa from the framework of the sociometric wheel6 of 

fa’amatai. 

Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i i Tala o le Vavau a Samoa: Imaging Women in 

Samoan Mythology 

An inquiry into the meanings and functions of myths and mythological traditions is a 

necessary prerequisite to the indigenous understanding of tama’ita’i in terms of her being 

divinely created as well as her self-imaging characteristics. Since myths shape and lay the 

structural foundations of realities including the human societies and civilizations,7 it is proper 

at this stage to revisit the mythological traditions of Sāmoa in order to unveil the status and 

roles of tama’ita’i as presupposed by her being divinely created. It has to be noted here that I 

am dealing specifically with the indigenous creation of the first humans as conveyed by 

ancient mythologies. This subject will be taken up later in another chapter, focusing on an 

analytical evaluation of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i from mythological viewpoints. 

A myth is simply “a tale, speech, or a story” that conveys8 how things came into existence 

through the “deeds of supernatural beings, who also sometimes break through into the world 

and make it sacred.... (thus) generating wonder, excitement, fear or doubt, and further shape 

and inform what existence looks like, and what humankind is today, a mortal, sexed, and 

cultural being.”9 Moreover, “myths reveal how reality is constructed and how human conduct 

is shaped by such revelations.... (They) express the living realities or things eternal in 

temporal terms, and give evidence of the spiritual potentialities of human beings.”10 It is from 

these definitions of the mythological that we now turn to the Samoan indigenous myths of 

human-beings’ creation using the narrative methodology talanoaga.  

                                                 

6 The sociometric wheel is a model developed by Aiono Dr. Fanaafi LeTagaloa to explain how democracy works 
and functions in the Samoan worldviews. See, Fanaafi Aiono LeTagaloa, Samoan Culture and Government, in 
Culture and Democracy in the South Pacific, 7-12. 
7 Following Mircea Eliade’s definition of myths as narratives that relate truths and meanings which are the 
foundation of an existential reality. Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality, trans. Willard R. Trask (London: Harper & 
Row Publishers, 1963), 6. 
8 Ama’amalele Tofaeono, Eco-Theology of Aiga – The Householf of Life: From Living Myths and Traditions of 
Samoa (Erlangen: Erlangen Verlag, 2000). I follow Tofaeono’s communicating and legitimating aspects of 
myths as narratives where he states that other meanings such as: ‘lasting, perpetuating, and conjoining’ are 
overlooked in some rendering of the Samoan word ‘tala o le vavau.’ 
9 Tofaeono, Eco-Theology of Aiga, 45–50. See also Eliade, Myth and Reality, 1-20; Joseph Campbell, The Power 
of Myth: With Bill Moyers (London: Anchor Books, 1988), 1-43, Denise Lardner Carmody, Mythological 
Woman: Contemporary Reflections on Ancient Religious Stories (N.York: Crossroads, 1992), 1-11.  
10 Campbell, The Power of Myth, 5. See alsoTheodor Ahrens, Unterwegs nach der verlorenen Heimat: Studien 
zur Identitätsproblematik in Melanesien Band 4 (Erlangen: Verlag der Ev.-Luth. Mission, 1986), 14-28. 
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O Tala i Ulua’i Tagata: Mythology of the First Human-Beings 

In a story, “O le Tupuga o le Ele’ele ma le Tagata,”11 (origin of the land and human being) 

retold by Masua of Lufilufi, and rearranged by Tofaeono in his work on “Eco-theology of 

Aiga,” it is recorded that the first earthly human-beings were offspring of the heavenly 

ancestors. Accordingly: 

The original parents were two different kinds of fire (Afimusaesae – man, Mutalali – 

woman), who had a child name Ele’ele (soil, earth). As a result of many inter-

marriages between the soil, rocks, and different types of trees, the so-called fanau a le 

ele’ele (children of the earth) multiplied. The trees of the forest grew very tall, almost 

reaching the heavens where the Ancestors resided.  

Because of this, Ancestors sent down one of the heavenly servants, Fue (creeper 

vine), to remedy this situation. This was a wise idea, but the creeper vine crept among 

the treetops, making the food-bearing trees in the forests bend to the ground, almost to 

the extent of dying. Tuli, the child of the Ancestors, after visiting the earth, reported 

the matter. By ordering another tree (a messenger) to interfere, the creeper vine was 

pulled down and remained there until it dried and rotted.  

As the creeper vine got rotten, Tuli, in a second earthly visitation, observed that the 

rotting remains produced two huge maggots. The two maggots were later on formed 

to become the first human beings.12 

The myth makes no mention of divinities as creators but refers to the original parents as 

ancestors who are the two types of fire, which are the cosmic forces. With the issuing of a 

child, Ele’ele, the procreation begins through a series of inter-marriages with other matters 

such as soils, rocks, and trees. Procreation is inevitable by the children of these trees who 

multiplied and filled the earth. But their growth almost reaching heaven, the ancestors’ abode, 

led to the intervention of the divine. Fue, the creeper vine who was sent to remedy the 

situation, became the parents of the first two maggots, said to be born from the rotten leaves. 

The basic assumption here is that the birth of the first human-beings was evolutionary, 

biological and social in nature. Any claims of the divine activity in the process are said to be 

enabled by the cosmic forces that transmitted the procreating potentialities to natural 

components of the universe. Beyond that, the issuance of the two maggots as parents of the 

                                                 

11 Masua, A story, “O le Tupuga o le Eleele ma le Tagata,” in O Tala o le Vavau: Myths, Legends and Customs of 
Old Samoa, adapted from the collections of C. Steubel, A. Krämer and Brother Herman, illustrated by Iosua 
Toafa (Auckland: Pasefika Press, 1995), 3. See English version, 99. 
12Story re-arranged in Tofaeono, Eco-theology of Aiga, 162. See also, Masua Tala o le Vavau, 99. 
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first human-beings assumes their coexistence in pairs, equality in every aspect of life, and the 

mutual respect for each other as beings that are uniquely distinguished and different. 

Myth as “a sacred narrative (that) conjoins the va (relational distance, space, gap) and at the 

same time perpetuates the dynamics between eternity and ordinary, divine spirit and matter, 

past and present, time and place,”13 indicates the shaping of the human-being’s imaging as a 

mediating, legitimating and a progressive entity. A similar or perhaps the extended version of 

the creation story of Sāmoa in the form of a poem titled Solo o le Va (Poem of Relational 

Space), also gives Fue Sā, the sacred creeping vine, as ancestral parent of the first 

humanbeings. In the section on the origin of man (sic) given below, it begins with the 

“peopling vine” that came from heaven and peopled the islands of Sāmoa. Strophes 49–69 of 

the poem details the creation of Sāmoa human beings: 

49 Na fa’aifo ai le Fue-tagata; 

And hither came down [from heaven] the peopling vine, 

50 Fa’atagataina ai Tutuila, 

Which gave to Tutuila its inhabitants, 

51 Ma Upolu, ma Atua, ma A'ana, 

And to Upolu, and Atua, and A'ana, 

52 Atoa ma Le Tuamasaga. 

 Together with Le Tuamasanga. 

53 Ona gaoifua o tino, e lē a'ala, 

The bodies only move, they have no breath, 

54 E leai ni fatu-mānava 

Nor heart's pulsation. 

55 Logologo Tagaloa iluga, 

[The godlike] Tangaloa learns [in heaven] above, 

56 Ua isi tama a le Fue-sā, 

The sacred vine to gender life has now begun, 

57 Na ona gaioi i le la; 

But that its offspring only wriggle in the sun; 

58 E lē vaea, e lē limā, 

 No legs, no arms they have, 

                                                 

13 Tofaeono, Eco-Theology of Aiga, 162. Sāmoa has many creation narratives. I have chosen this story because 
it affirms my argument that Sāmoa has one genealogy. And even though the islands of Manua are not included 
in this version, Tagaloa-a-lagi was the God of ancient Samoa whose earthly fale ula (abode) was in Manua. 
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59 E lē uluā, e lē fofogā, 

 No head, no face, 

60 E leai ni fatu-mānava! 

Nor heart's pulsation. 

61 Ifoifo Tagaloa i sisifo, 

Tangaloa (sic) then, descending to the west, 

62 I fetalaiga e tu'utino: 

Speaks but the word and it is done: 

63 “Fua o le Fue, ni nai ilo, 

“These fruits, the product of the vine are worms, 

64 E totosi a'u fa'asinosino; 

But them I fashion into member'd forms; 

65 Outou loto na momoli ifo; 

To each of you from above I now impart a will; 

66 Ia pouli outou tino; 

Opacity must be the state of your bodies still; 

67 Ia malama outou mata 

Your faces, they must shine, [I so ordain] 

68 E tali a'i Tagaloa, 

That they may Tangaloa (sic) entertain, 

69 A e pe ā maui ifo e savalivali.” 

When he comes down to walk this earth again.”14 

The narrative begins with an emphasis on the above-downward movement which points to 

the idea that the procreators, in the beginning, are divine heavenly beings. The reference to 

peopling vine, coming down and producing inhabitants to the Islands such as Tutuila (Am. 

Sāmoa) and Upolu (Sāmoa) with the specified districts of Atua, Aana, and Tuamasaga, 

presupposes the idea that the natural habitations of the lands was brought forth prior to the 

creation of the human-beings and life itself. This is featured in the verses stating that the 

bodies of lands and their inhabitants “only move but they have no breath nor heart’s 

pulsation.” 

                                                 

14 See, John Fraser, “Folk Songs and Myths from Samoa” The Journal of the Polynesian Society 6, no 1(1897), 
23. Citation from a section of the Solo o le Va. I put the ending verses in bold fonts to stress its emphasis on 
human imaging.http://www.jps.auckland.ac.nz/document//Volume_6_1897/Volume_6/Folk-
songs_and_myths_from_Samoa_by_John_Fraser 

http://www.jps.auckland.ac.nz/document/Volume_6_1897/Volume_6/Folk-songs_and_myths_from_Samoa_by_John_Fraser
http://www.jps.auckland.ac.nz/document/Volume_6_1897/Volume_6/Folk-songs_and_myths_from_Samoa_by_John_Fraser
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The mention of the heavenly deity, “Tangaloa (sic) in godlike”, emphasises the sacredness of 

the procreative activity, particularly the forming of the humanbeings. Interestingly, the sacred 

activity of “godlike Tangaloa” at this time takes the horizontal dimension, and it begins with 

“gender life” instilled in the vine’s offspring. The notion of despair, loneliness and 

lifelessness is intensified by the mention of the offspring’s mutative existence – one that has 

no legs, arms, heads, faces, and moreover, an absolute absence of a pulsating or a living 

heart. The experience of lifeless, despair and loneliness has caused Tangaloa to descend and 

impart life to the “fruits or products of the vine, the worms” (maggots). This fue, (vine), was 

not only the fuesā, (the sacred vine) but it was also a fuetagata (the peopling vine). This 

fuetagata produced fruits worms or maggots which changed to men and women. Note that I 

present in the final chapter a parallel reading of the second biblical narrative with this 

Sāmoan version of creation. Adam, as humankind, was just a genderless form created out of 

dust until, after the split of the one body of the earthling into two - male and female genders 

were specified.  

The last strophe of the poem emphasizes the sacred imaging of the deity Tangaloa on earth 

by worms, the fruits of the vine. Accordingly, they are fashioned and formed not only as 

living members, but each with a will and a body. They are ordained and sanctified to live and 

radiate the divine’s “face” or image in their lives. This is obvious in the divine command; 

“Your faces, they must shine.” The worms’ imaging of the godlike life is a responsible way 

to gratify Tangaloa, source, and giver of life on earth as it is in heaven. 

Analysis: Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i Sāmoa in Traditional Mythology 

In creation mythologies of Samoa regarding the first human beings, there is no mention of its 

existence as a prior creation of the original creators, the divine cosmic forces. In principle, 

Tagaloa or Tagaloa-a-lagi as the original parents, ancestors or supernatural forces is included 

in this divine categorisation, due to the understanding that the name simply refers to eternal 

living actions.15 The absence of a prior creation of the first human-beings presupposes the 

idea that the firstborn human-beings are latecomers of the created order. It is an indication 

that the firstborn human-beings are an after-thought of the divine and a by-product of divine 

inter-actions with things of nature and forces in biological and evolutionary processes. 

Notable in the two narratives presented, for instance, is the birth of the first human-beings 

                                                 

15 See for example, and explication of the divine name Tagaloa-a-lagi in Tofaeono, Constructing Sa-Moana 
Contextual Theology, 156-173.  
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from the two maggots from the creeping vines. From this viewpoint, the first human-beings 

and generations thereafter are considered the children of nature and heirs of universal forces. 

The narratives also share the idea that the eternal and heavenly forces emanate and generate 

life into earthly generations of creatures. The narratives’ central motif is intended to resemble 

the basic idea that the earthly procreative undertakings are initiated eternally or from above. 

The interpenetration (intermarriage) of these natural elements such as land, ocean, rocks, and 

trees with the supernatural or cosmic forces gives birth to the ancestral parents of the human-

beings, out of the two maggots or worms. Human life, furthermore, requires the inter-

dependency of all the inhabitants of the created order besides their total dependency on the 

giver and author of life, the cosmic divinities.  

The idea of inter-dependency is vividly expressed by the depiction of the first human-beings’ 

lying in total despair and nothingness.The human-beings’ dependency on each other, besides 

the land, trees and the other generated inhabitants, assumes social relations and divine 

bonding.As has been previously mentioned, the ancestral or divine purpose that is commonly 

explicated in the mythical traditions of creation is forthe earth’s generations of inhabitants to 

have life, formed in the image and likeness of the divine. This divine image and likeness is 

progressively shaped and informed by nature’s components and their courses. 

Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i in Mythology and Structure of Sāmoan Society 

The re-calling of the Sāmoan myths of the human-beings’ creation, as in our case here, 

illuminates the reality of the tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in regards to her place, status, and 

roles in the ancient past. The myths aid us in re-constructing the institutions and structures of 

human existence and natural socialization of the world that has paled into the spheres of 

fantasy and romanticism. While I am informed by scholars and experts on the Sāmoan 

indigenous knowledge, the following points are based on my reading and understanding of 

the context and analysis of the Sāmoan creation story presented above. 

Firstly, tama’ita’i as a human-being is created together with the “other” human-being. As an 

independent creature, yet co-existing with the other human being, they share in common the 

divine gift of life. Secondly, the fact that they share the breath of life means that both are 

defined by their “human-ness” or as “living beings” and not by any social institutions and 

natural principles. Thirdly, by creating or birthing without “gender” identifications, there are 

supposedly no determining factors or characteristics that differentiate tama’ita’i from the 

other, but they both live co-existentially. By keeping va (relational space) between 
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themselves, natural inhabitants and the supernatural forces, they not only hold on to their own 

self-dignity and integrity, but they also keep and respect the relational difference and bonding 

with “others.” 

Fourthly, both human-beings live and exist together with other living beings in a surrounding 

community that undergoes birthing and re-generating into life. Fifthly, the two worms or 

maggots, as their birthing womb, assume their return to the ancestral origin at the end of life. 

Sixthly, their being born into the world of supernatural and natural forces that constantly 

evolve, compete and conflict also influences their beings, ways of life and existence. And 

lastly, in alluding to the nature and structure of their co-existence, they both uphold their 

claims of freedom, equality and co-shared humanity in spite of their inherent difference.  

In sum, the myths of the human-beings’ creation prescribe the natural and social structures of 

the world reality into which both were born into. It is my basic contention that Tagaloa-a-lagi 

set the foundational organizational structure of Sāmoa by creating human beings out of the 

peopling vine. The peopling vine produced maggots which transformed into women and men. 

These women and men formed what became known as the Nu’u o tama’ita’i (village of 

women) and Nu’u o ali’i (village of men). These two villages were autonomous yet united as 

equal partners functioning and co-functioning, as in the nature of their birth, for the benefit of 

the community. 

Subsequently, the two villages grew in numbers and expanded in proportion, and therefore 

needed a centralised system of leadership. Initially, based on the above creation stories, and 

the myths and legends of Sāmoa’s matriarchs in ancient times, tama’ita’i and ali’i Sāmoa 

were both leaders in the fa’amatai system and were both immediate heirs of Tagaloa. They 

formed the first fono (council) of Tagaloa and the first aristocratic line of Tagaloa on earth. 

They were the elite and few in numbers. When they became fruitful and multiplied in 

numbers they became leaders of the aristocratic earthly chiefly families of Tagaloa. And they 

trained their children in leadership through forming the aumaga and the aualuma groups. 

Through intermarriages and inward and outward migration, a hierarchy was developed 

whereby those who married within the nobles continued the high chiefly line. And those who 

married outside and into the village became members of a later formed group known as the 

faletua ma tausi (wives of chiefs) and avā a taulelea (wives of untitled village men). They 

were tama’ita’i of status in their own family of origin, but through marriage, their children 
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continued her line as their maternal line. So, when there is a reference to the tama’ita’i of 

high chiefly ancestry, in principle, all tama’ita’i Sāmoa are connected to Tagaloa’s earthly 

chiefly family. In practice, one’s blood connection is thinned out through marriage to untitled 

or non Sāmoan men. This will be taken up later in depth in the discussion on the Sāmoa 

sociometric wheel. The historical existence of the two villages that legitimated the shaping of 

tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in ancient Sāmoa is the focus of our next discussion. 

Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i in Ancient Samoan form of Democracy 

Any determination of ancient Sāmoan settlement and organization cannot be accurately 

identified due to the nature or narrating and retelling of the narrative in oral traditions. Our 

sacred texts were contained in this form of oratory, in songs and chants that were passed 

through generations. It is clear, however, from mythologies and early writings on Sāmoa and 

Polynesia that the indigenous people organized themselves in small groups known as aiga, 

inhabited a landspace called nu’u (village), and multiplied themselves through inter-village, 

inter-island marriages and procreation.  

The villages grew in numbers consisting of families ranging from as small as one hundred 

and as big as five hundred or more. Boundaries were set to mark the beginning and end of 

each settlement. Each Sāmoan family belonged to a nu’u, and each nu’u had a Nu’u o 

Tama’ita’i and Nu’u o Ali’i as mentioned earlier. These two groups, divided along gender 

lines, were the governing bodies for the wellbeing of everyone in the village. Each village 

was, and still is, guided by fa’asāmoa and/or fa’amatai system that has elements which are 

specific to the context and common to the wider Sāmoa. Generally: 

…a traditional village is made up of two large conceptual entities, o le nu’u o ali’i 

(the village of men) and ‘o le nu’u o tama’ita’i (the village of women). In fact, these 

names do not actually refer to two distinct groups or institutions, but rather to the fact 

that almost all of the traditional village institutions in Samoa are based on a sexual 

division of labor. ...the only institutions that normally include both male and female 

members are those that have been introduced relatively recently through European 

contact.16 

It is important to note here that “just as a village is conceived of as comprising two distinct 

sets of organizations, the village of men and that of women, so also descent groups are 

understood to comprise female and male divisions.”17 For our interest here, it is imperative to 

                                                 

16 Shore, Salailua, 98. 
17 Shore, Salailua, 92.  
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point out at this stage how the explicit sexual division of labour, directly or indirectly says 

something about the ethos of Sāmoans with regards to the roles that men and women play in 

the society. “In its most general aspect, this division attributes to women work that is māmā 

(light), mamā (clean), and focused on the central village, and household areas.”18 And “by 

contrast, males are held to work more in the bush, in the back area of the village or 

compound, and in the open sea, areas that are conceived to be relatively subdued by social 

order.”19 It is interesting to note how the division and the nature of such labour are often 

associated with one’s sexuality. For instance:  

...where as men are the agents of change and growth in the plantations, planting taro 

and ta’amū with the digging sticks, women are charged with keeping the plantations 

clean by removing the weed that grow up. ‘Totō le tiapula’ (to plant the taro shoot) is 

a common euphemism for the male role in sexual intercourse.20 

As for women, their roles centre on teuteu (to decorate). “Decorating is the reduplicated form 

of teu (to put in order), which suggests the containment of disorder. Furthermore, the word 

teu is frequently associated with women’s work, such as ordering the household compound or 

the houses themselves.”21 Hence the association of the teuteu lumāfale (decorator of the 

household and surroundings) role with women. In connection with the context of violence, 

this is why women are the custodians of family secrets. They are expected to make sure that 

everything in the household and lumāfale (front of the house) is in order regardless if there is 

disorder in tuāfale (the back of the house).  

Social classification and division of labour heavily impacted the shaping of tagata’aga o 

tama’ita’i. For instance, “the association of maleness with positively defined activity and 

femaleness with activities defined negatively in terms of cleaning, ordering, weeding, and 

public presentability is pervasive in Samoan thought.”22 This adverse effect on tama’ita’i 

imaging is further intensified by the chiefly system’s hierarchical ranking from the highest to 

the lowest statuses such as: ali’i sili (paramount chief), ali’i (chief), tulafale ali'i (chief who 

can be an orator chief if needed), and, tulafale (orator), the spokesperson for the high chiefs. 

                                                 

18 Shore, Salailua, 225. 
19 Shore, Salailua, 225. 
20 Shore, Salailua, 226. 
21 Shore, Salailua,226. 
22 Shore, Salailua, 227. Division of labour was necessary in the worldview of ancient Samoa to keep the 
harmony of a people that knew no other better system at the time. 
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Within this shaping is the significance of va (space) within and between the two genders. The 

concept va will be developed in depth in Chapter 7. 

Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i i le Va: Imaging in Socio-Relational Space 

Va is conceived as the space between. This space is at the core of fa’asāmoa. It is also so 

central that the “Samoan social order is built around relationships between title holding 

matai, who head their extended families and stand as points of connection between all 

members of āiga and all other āiga.”23 Va as social space, “…connotes mutual respect in 

socio-political arrangements that nurture the relationship between people, places, and social 

environment. The emphasis is not on the empty space that separate but on the social space 

that relates.24 As a concept, va delineates the deep Sāmoan philosophy of living in 

relationships and becoming “beings” in mutual respect of relational and sacred space. Doktor 

explains that “In Samoan epistemology, va is a highly complex phenomenon influencing 

interactions in everyday life. Va governs and guides individual and aiga behaviour, inflected 

by factors such as gender, cultural status, age and marital status.”25 She adds that “…va is a 

central idea and crucial context for how movement informs Samoan identity and 

legitimacy.”26 

Inevitably, then, the formation and legitimating of tagata’aga is oriented around ava fatafata. 

A Sāmoan would learn at a very young age the guiding principles of the va and how one 

observes such codes throughout life. For instance, s/he would be oriented on; 1) Ia iloa le va 

(know the relational and sacred space); and, 2) Ia tausi le va (care for and relational and 

sacred space); 3) Ia teu le va (nurture the relational and sacred space), and, 4) Ia ola i le va 

(live in accordance with the principles of the relational, sacred and generational space). 

Knowing ava fatafata begins with the individual knowing his or her identity. Caring for va 

stipulates that one is aware of his or her located-ness and positioning with/in the family, 

village, and community. Nurturing va is oriented by how each and everyone in the 

community mutually cares for each other by way of reciprocating honour and respect of this 

                                                 

23 Douglass Drozdow-St.Christian, Elusive Fragments Making Power, Propriety & Wealth in Samoa (Durham: 
Carolina Academic Press, 2002), 49. 
24 Sa’iliemanu Lilomaiava Doktor, “Samoan Understanding of Movement,” Oceanian Journeys and Sojourns: 
Home thoughts Abroad, ed. Judith A. Bennett (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2015), 67. 
25 Doktor, “Samoan Understanding of Movement,” 68. 
26 Doktor, “Samoan Understanding of Movement,” 91. 
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relational and generational space. Living in va is a life principle for how all as a community 

mutually care, nurture and reciprocate honour and respect of this space.  

Professor Wendt explains the expression of teu le va as “(i)mportant to the Samoan view of 

reality… This is crucial in communal cultures that value group unity more than individualism 

that perceives the individual person, or creature, or thing in terms of the group, in terms of va 

or relationships.”27 Va principles or philosophies are that of va-feavata’i (mutual respect), va-

fetausia’i (reciprocal caring), va-fealolofa’ai (mutual love), va-fefa’aaloaloa’i (mutual 

respect), va-fefa’amagaloa’i (mutual forgiveness / at-one-ment) and most importantly, va-

tapu’ia (the sacred space) where each individual is both served and server. Though positive 

in these nuances, these principles of va, once violated and ignored, would reap negative 

results such as mishaps, curse, and death. 

Va principles are at the very foundation of Nu’u o Ali’i and Nu’u o Tama’ita’i. Ideally, both 

live and co-exist through strict observation and nurturance of va. On the one hand, va 

principles are effective and influential in shaping tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. This is 

inevitable, for instance, in the legitimate valuing of the relational and sacred va in the 

institution of feagaiga.28 This sacred relationship is classified “as one of strong fa'aaloalo 

(respect) and avoidance', particularly of the brother for his sister,”29 and is characterised by: 

...the rendering of respectful service by the brother to his sister ,whom he should serve 

at meals, eating only when she has finished; (2) avoidance of casual or light-hearted 

conversation, particularly when it includes bawdy banter or references to boy or girl 

friends ; (3) rigid separation of sleeping quarters, the sister traditionally sleeping in 

the large fale tele “round house (sic)”; (4) protection of the sister by the brother from 

the sexual aggressiveness of other boys, often to the extent of stoning or beating a 

would-be suitor caught with the girl (whether or not the girl herself wishes the 

interference) and severe disciplining of a sister who has been caught in a 

                                                 

27 Albert Wendt, “Tatauing the Postcolonial Body,” in Inside Out: Literature, Cultural Politics and Identity in the 
New Pacific, eds. Vilsoni Hereni and Rob Wilson (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield), 402. Wendt further 
states that even for those living in diasporic communities outside of Samoa, “The Samoan formula for 
maintaining identity and ensuring the recognition of shared identity and belonging with others is often 
expressed publicly in the saying …, ‘E lele le toloa ‘ae ma’au i le vai (The albatross flies but always comes back 
to its home, the water bond)…” This proverb affirms that wherever one has settled, they continue to live in 
accordance “to va or the social space that informs Samoan relationships as related to home place and to an 
underlying moral economy.” 
28 The sacred and relational va in feagaiga is twofold: feagaiga relationship between matai titles and feagaiga 
relationship between a brother-sister, with the former declining in significance greatly and the latter slowly 
following in pursuit: The primary feagaiga is that within the immediate familial between the brother and 
sister. 
29 Shore, “Incest Prohibitions,” 283. 
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compromising situation with a lover; and (5) a mutual air of suspicion, sometimes 

bordering on hostility, that often accompanies any relationship of formalised 

‘respect’.30 

In a similar manner, with much more force, the sister maintains strong control over the 

actions of the brother in everyday activities. While the brother’s control over the sister is 

limited to occasions when sexual offenses are committed, the sister maintains the right to 

chastise her brother at all other times, often for his laziness in helping the family. What she is 

controlling “is his instrumental power in keeping the family going. It can be seen, then, that 

in understanding a cultural code, one must always take into consideration the two social roles 

involved and, thus, by extension, the social context in which the relationship derives its 

meaning.”31 The sacredness of this relationship is reflected in a wider spectrum through the 

feagaiga32 between chiefs who have traditionally been made to be there for each other at all 

times. We will take up this discussion again when we come to the last chapter on theo-

anthropology of Tama’ita’i. 

Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i i le Fa’amatai: Imaging Women in the Chiefly System 

I have alluded earlier to a fact that both nu’u functions to cater particularly and specifically 

for the womenfolk and menfolk. The leaders of these groups made the decisions based on the 

principles that guided the running of the village. With the existence of a hierarchy and the 

clear demarcation line between the members of the high chiefly family and the rest of the 

community, the leadership was shifted. Nu’u o Tama’ita’i continued to decide on issues 

pertaining to the welfare of womenfolk and the Nu’u o Ali’i slowly dissolved and became the 

Nu’u o Matai, the decision-making body for the village. What changed is the association of 

the fa’amatai as a male only body. Thus, 

...(t)he centre of the nu’u o ali’i was the fono (council) of matai which made the 

political decisions of the village as far as the outside world was concerned, and 

organized the production of food... The fono made the laws of the village and if these 

were broken, the fono would decide how law-breakers were to be punished.33 

                                                 

30 Shore, “Incest Prohibitions,” 283. 
31 Shore, “Incest Prohibitions,” 288. 
32 The feagaiga between chief operates in a way where the Ali’i Sā is the brother and the chief slightly lower in 
rank is the sister. They and their families through generations continue to relate to each other and treat each 
other with utmost respect as in the primary brother-sister relationship. 
33 Malama Meleiseā and Penelope Schoeffel Meleiseā et al. “Old Sāmoa,” in Lagaga: A Short History of 
Western Sāmoa, eds. Malama Meleiseā and Penelope Schoeffel Meleiseā et al (Suva: University of the South 
Pacific, 1987), 28.  
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Nu’u o Ali’i consists of the male folk born and raised in the village. As matai, they represent 

their families in the fono, meeting of the village council of chiefs. And “(t)he centre of the 

nu’u o ali’i was the fono (council) of matai which makes the political decisions of the village 

as far as the outside world was concerned and organized the production of food.”34 Also 

known as saofa’iga a matai (seating of the chief) this group looks after the internal and 

external affairs for the whole village. The ali’i sā (sacred paramount chief) is the leader of 

and overseer of the whole village. The faletali malo o Ali’i sā (chief chief’s guest house) 

known as the maota, is built in the centre of the village. It is oval in shape and distinctly 

shows the pou matuātala, middle side posts, which is the official seat for Ali’i sā. 

 

Figure 1: Example of a Traditional Maota Fono a Ali’i Sā35 

Village meetings and official functions such as hosting guests are held at his maota. 

Surrounding it would be laoa o tulafale (talking chief’s guest house) which is much smaller 

in size and rounder in shape. And behind these laoa and maota, being the best-looking houses 

in the villages, are the family houses that serve fale talimalō. In ancient times, when fale 

talimalō is not in use officially, it is the abode and sleeping space of tama’ita’i, symbolising 

her centrality in her aiga and fa’asamoa, and her connection to pou-tu-tasi36 in the house. 

And the tama’ita’i are surrounded by her protectors who reside in the surrounding houses in 

the back. While fa’asāmoa is hierarchical in setting and an ancient monarchy for the Sāmoan 

aristocrats, the titular divinities are the centre and the highest who believed to be endowed 

                                                 

34 Meleisea and Meleisea et al. “Old Sāmoa,” 28. 
35 Figure 1 is given as a visual tool to aid non-Samoan readers in understanding fa’asamoa and its fa’amatai 
system discussed here This is an example of what an ancient maota for the ali’i sa looks like. It is the house 
with the highest foundation, the most beautiful traditional outlook and central in position in the village layout.  
36 Poutasi or the main post that stands alone is the short form of pou-tu-tasi, the post-that stands-alone.  
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with sacredness. In terms of representation, everyone and all aiga are represented and given a 

voice through their chief’s sitting in maota fono. In the sitting, all is connected and becomes 

part of the aristocracy through affinal and consanguineal kinships and alliance ties.  

Important to note is the symbolism of these fale talimalō and the centrality of these symbols 

to one’s tagata’aga. Everyone in the village is connected and belongs to this house and all 

reciprocally lives to serve, to be served and to be of service to nu’u. Holders of matai titles 

obtain prestigious privileges. The tulafale or ali’i matai titles, for instance, are vested with 

political, social and religious powers. Accordingly, “the dignity and sanctity of the chief is in 

his title and not in his person. … (E)ffective power requires not merely formal dignity, but 

also an actor to carry this dignity into the field of activity.”37 And this explains the different 

roles played by the chiefs: 

The ali’i has the formal power in that the dignity of the family and the village is 

bound up in his title, whereas, the tulafale is the high chiefs executive, acting on his 

behalf, speaking for him on all ceremonial occasions. The distinction between formal 

and instrumental power becomes strikingly vivid on an occasion of a formal speech; 

the tulafale standing, speaking and moving, while the ali’i sits motionless and 

dignified behind him.38 

Shore gives a clear explanation of the distinct yet complementary powers held by the chiefs. 

Ali’i has the formal power which “derives its force from position, or dignified form... 

reflected by the Samoan notion of mamalu (dignity) or fa’aaloalo (respect),39 Tulafale, on the 

other hand, has the “instrumental power associated with movement, action, and utility… 

these are explicitly complementary principles whose symbols inform Samoan social 

organisation…”40 In terms of respect accorded them  

...(t)he high chief, embodying the honour of the village and aiga receives those cuts of 

meat from the chicken and pig that have the most dignity-but consistently the least 

food value ... It is the orator who receives the more nourishing but less respected 

portions… The Samoans will often jest about the obvious in compatibility and honour 

in reference to food and drink, revealing that the distinction is conscious one in 

Samoa.41 

                                                 

37 Bradd Shore, “Incest Prohibitions and the Logic of Power in Samoa.” Journal of the Polynesian Society85, no. 
2, (June 1976), 284. Accessed November 20, 2015,http://www.jstor.org/stable/20705167 
38 Shore, “Incest Prohibitions and the Logic of Power in Samoa,” 284. 
39 Shore, “Incest Prohibitions,” 284. 
40 Shore, “Incest Prohibitions,” 284. 
41 Shore, “Incest Prohibitions,” 285. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20705167
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In a context where the culture of shame and honour is highly valued, stripped of this honour 

and dignity due to any irreconcilable act committed, tulafale or ali’i perpetrating the sin or a 

crime brings shame not only on himself but his immediate aiga and aiga potopoto (extended 

family). He not only loses the title and the formal or instrumental power associated with it, he 

also loses face for failing to uphold the dignity of the title bestowed on him. 

I have thoroughly explored Nu’u o Ali’i now in the form of saofaiga a matai and its chiefly 

set-up as a way of situating the shift in the significance of the place and status of tama’ita’i 

and the religio-cultural conditioning of her tagata’aga. Four main observations can be made 

here. First, by taking Nu’u o Ali’i and its fono as the dominant decision-making body, Nu’u o 

Tama’ita’i in its existence -as a decision-making entity is considered subjective, secondary 

and insignificant. Undoubtedly, subjectivity and insignificance have adverse and negative 

repercussions on tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. Secondly, the hierarchical ranking repeatedly 

referred to becomes a perpetuating obstacle in the shaping of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. 

Thirdly, despite the central placement of tama’ita’i in maota fono, tama’ita’i are not only 

under-represented, but they are also sanctified to inhabit special privileges masked by the 

apparent forms of tokenism and utilitarianism. In theory, tama’ita’i are honoured but in 

practice, they are secondary and dishonoured. Fourthly, in the distinction of power, the 

potentials of tama’ita’i are enshrined and relegated to the sphere of sacredness, thus encircled 

or controlled by taboos and traditions. Hence Nu’u o Ali’i predominantly inherits both the 

sacred powers (through ali’isā -sacred chief)42 and the secular power in terms of pulega a 

ali’i (village administration and decisions of male counterparts). Even in socialization and 

courtships, ali’i sā and Nu’u o Ali’i have the power to have control over the village life. The 

presence of tama’ita’i as chiefs in this sacred circle as not acknowledged, thus making the 

fa'amatai a council of the male chiefs only. We can say here that tagata’aga o tama’ita’i, 

amidst all the power and dominating aspects that have been exposed, is being accompanied 

by all sorts of violations and distortions. 

                                                 

42 The female as taupou, sister and tamafafine are expected to remain formally positioned, stasis, embody 
respect, be chaste, and to live, act and breathe honour. The male, on the hand, in his role as tamatane, 
brother and manaia, has the instrumental power like tulafale, which allows him to freely move, make changes, 
exercise the authority to act and implement actions, to be of usefulness and be polluted. Pollution, as Shore in 
the given illustration (Figure 1) is generally expected of the male and tulafale chief in their dealings and being 
prone to immoral behaviours. 
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Tagata’aga i le Nu’u o Tama’ita’i: Imaging Women in the Village of Women 

Despite the commonalities in the running of Nu’u o Tama’ita’i and Nu’u o Ali’i throughout 

Sāmoa, “each village was made up of a number of groups to which all members of the village 

āiga belong, according to their age, their sex, marital status, and family rank.”43 Most 

importantly, “each village was ‘politically autonomous,’”44 as it has its own traditions and 

system of political organization... [and] in terms of history and high chiefly titles, some 

villages were more famous than others. Nu’u o Tama’ita’i is the village of the femalefolk 

born and raised in the village and it: 

contains the daughters of matai who reside locally and are no longer at school, 

unmarried or widowed. In this group are the feagaiga or sisters of brother-sister 

relationships... The organisational structure of the tama’ita’i group is generally in 

accordance with the ranking order of the village and the matai structure. The leader of 

the group is called the sa’o tama’ita’i and is the daughter of the most senior matai in 

the village. This group may also be called aualuma with its head as the 

sa’oaualuma.45 

Operating in parallel to the original Nu’u o Ali’i, the main function, authority and influence of 

Nu’u o Tama’ita’i was particular to the security of Taupou system, in making sure that 

taupou remains chaste until ali’i or another ranking chief takes her as one of his wives. Sa’o 

tama’ita’i, the leader of this group was specifically the eldest or the only daughter of the ali’i 

sā.46 In other cases, the sister of ali’i sā or her daughter took leadership.47 

In principle, this arrangement was founded on the covenant of respect between a brother and 

a sister, which gave special honour to the sister as feagaiga. Such honour included the brother 

showing “...extreme respect for his sister, serving her at all meals, protecting her from the 

aggressive sexuality of outsiders.... (her) position in the family is symbolised by the great 

round house in which she sleeps, ... in which guests are entertained and which symbolises the 

dignity of the family.”48 Formally and ceremonially 

...the honour and respect of the aiga is bound up with the sister in the domestic sphere 

and the high chief in the political sphere, while the instrumental power of the family, 

the power to make things work, is associated with the brothers, the taulele’a “untitled 

                                                 

43 Meleisea, and Meleisea et al. “Old Sāmoa,” 27.  
44 Meleisea, and Meleisea et al. “Old Sāmoa, 29. 
45 Vaai, Fa’amatai and the Rule of Law, 40. 
46 Meleisea, and Meleisea et al, “Old Sāmoa, 28. 
47 In old Sāmoa the women with highest authority were the sisters of ali’i, and in every āiga, the sisters of 
matai had authority in family matters. 
48 Shore, “Incest Prohibitions,” 285. 
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working men” of the family in the domestic sphere and with the orator in the political 

sphere.49 

In terms of ranking, the same seating arrangement applied to Nu’u o Tama’ita’i. The daughter 

of the Ali’i sā, who was often sa’o tama’ita’i sat at matuā tala while the daughters of tulafale 

sat at the front posts. Decisions for the womenfolk in the village were done at Nu’u o 

Tama’ita’i, whose “centre …was the aualuma, a group to which all female members of the 

village belonged...” 50 Despite the fact that Nu’u o Tama’ita’i had matai-like authority to 

make decisions, the impact of their authority was limited to the village women’s issues and 

for the women’s circle only. They could influence decisions, especially when their expertise 

was needed by Nu’u o Ali’i in hosting guests and visiting villages. But they were not directly 

part of the decision-making body, as matai are the decision makers for the whole village. 

Mention has been made of the violation and distortions of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in the 

structure and organization of Nu’u o Ali’i. As stated, by taking Nu’u o Tama’ita’i as 

relatively less important in regard to gender differentiation, especially in the sense of their 

being tama’ita’i, it swiftly relegated them to subservient statuses and roles in terms of 

authority and decision making. Notable in this undertaking was the perpetual consolidation of 

a patriarchal system that depended on men with authority to make decisions for the whole 

village community. Women’s authority in decision making, on the other side, was confined to 

their own village affairs. Inevitably, most of their domestic responsibilities were geared 

towards the well-being of others, and particularly in serving the males’ needs and interests as 

exemplified by aualuma and taupou system. 

Tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Samoa was also shattered by the pecking order and structure of 

Nuu o Tama’ita’i itself. The determination of ranks through familial and marital attachments 

to chiefs of ranks and aristocratic kinships draws demarcating lines between women 

themselves, thus classifying their peculiar roles and defining their village community 

standings. An example of this is specifically featured in the taupou system, which is our next 

topic of discussion. 

                                                 

49 Shore, “Incest Prohibitions,” 285. 
50 Meleisea, and Meleisea et al, “Old Sāmoa, 28. 
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Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i i le Aualuma ma le Taupou: Imaging in Taupou 

System 

Nu’u o Tama’ita’i in old Sāmoa was the classroom in which the females were informed of 

their responsibilities, trained and groomed for their respective roles. Taupou was usually also 

“soa ‘aualuma (sic), or leader of the unmarried girls and unattached women (aualuma). 

These formed her entourage and customarily slept along with her in a special house. 

Regardless of how much older they might be, they were called her tei, or younger sisters.”51 

In villages where taupou was still young, she would be recognised and honoured as taupou 

but sa’otama’ita’i, an older aristocratic unmarried woman, could take up the leadership 

position. The only difference is that taupou is young and a virgin aristocratic tama’ita’i while 

the proxy saotama’ita’i52was a much older tama’ita’iof equally high rank.53 

Taupou was a title of paramount significance with exact role expectations. She was often 

chosen by the high chief and ‘ali’i had the right to give the name of one of their ancestresses 

to one of their daughters or sisters’ daughters. There was intense competition between rival 

groups to obtain taupou for their chiefs in order to make important family connections 

through marriage.”54 This was due to the fact that “taupou formalized inter-family alliances 

and inheritance in a way that polygamous marriage could not.”55 At other times due to the 

fact that “(s)ociety functions fall entirely within the province of the taupo, (sic) or maid of the 

village… The maid chosen by a jury of matrons for her beauty, birth, and virtue, acts as 

hostess for all the clans.”56 Officially:  

...(i)t is she who receives visiting-parties, dancing at the head of her procession of 

flower-bedecked girls. To her, you make your presents, and to her, you give thanks 

for hospitality received. She leads in all the festivities and sits in the place of honour. 

She organizes fishing-parties and picnics, and in time of war accompanies the army to 

                                                 

51 Felix M. Keesing. “The Taupo (sic) System,” 2. Note that soa aualuma is a different word all together which 
has a completely different meaning. The correct word is sa’o aualuma which has the same meaning and 
function as Sa’o Tama’ita’i. 
52 Tama’ita’i as tuafafine, sister, embodies the beauty, purity and dignity of her family through maintaining her 
virginity for the man that will take her as his wife. So if she remains single to old age, she is addressed as 
taupou, meaning that she is a woman of purity and chaste. Along the same understanding but with greater 
significance is her role in the taupou system.  
53 A Samoan Tama’ita’i who stays with her family and or settles in her village after she got married, continues 
to be in Aualuma. And if she is the daughter of the ali’i sili, she becomes sa’o tama’ita’i for aualuma. In some 
villages, taupou is also sa’o tama’ita’i who becomes the mentor for the young taupou preparing her for the 
role in the near future. Note that the reigning taupou relinguishes her taupou title once she is married. 
54 Lay, Murrow, Meleisea, Samoa, 45. 
55 Lay, Murrow, Meleisea, Samoa, 45. 
56 Strong, In Samoa with Stevenson, 657-8. 
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the front, clad in leaves and flowers, with a picturesque head-dress of human hair and 

shells towering above her perfumed locks. She dances lightly before the marching 

warriors of her clan, twirling her club, a sort of Arcadian vivandière.57 

Ceremonially, she was allowed to be present in saofa’iga a matai, and: 

...(b)y strict custom, the taupo should be a daughter or close female relative of the 

chief's sister or a descendant of his paternal aunt: this being one of a number of social 

mechanisms in Samoan life by which a man and his descendants (tamatane) are 

linked (feangainga) (sic) to his sister and her descendants (tamafafine). Actually, 

however,…qualifications of birth were subordinated to personal qualities of beauty 

and intelligence in choosing the taupo-elect. Should those of highest descent be 

unsuitable, she would be drawn from a more distant line of relatives. The chief had to 

receive public approval for his nominee. This took the form of a ceremony in which 

he distributed finely woven mats and other valuable property to the orators who 

would thenceforth be her supporters.58 

I agree here with Felix M. Keesing who wrote that this system “would appear to contravene 

basic principles of social classification according to rank, age and sex within Samoan life.”59 

It does not just appear. It is indeed a system that maintains rank and status within and among 

the aristocrats. Upon bestowal of taupou title, and regardless of how young a woman maybe, 

she is given the highest respect, honour, and dignity similar to that given to ali’i sā by all in 

the Sāmoan community.60 Outside of saofa’iga a matai, she is likewise given honour and 

recognition by other groups such as aumaga and aualuma.61 

In light of tagata’aga o tama’ita’i, the primary function of taupou system was to keep the 

Sāmoan aristocratic lines intact and to serve exclusively the high chiefly families. The 

success of this system was dependent on the leadership of Nu’u o Tama’ita’i, and especially 

on the majority of the aualuma who carried out the hard work and performed the manual 

tasks on behalf of taupou. All tama’ita’i Samoa were part of taupou system through aualuma, 

the working team that kept the system in place through their active involvement. However, 

those who belonged to lower- or no-ranking families were not directly tied to taupou, and did 

                                                 

57 Strong, In Samoa with Stevenson, 658. 
58 Keesing. “The Taupo (sic) System of Samoa: a study of Institutional Change,” Oceania 8,no.1(September 
1937), 2., accessed 20 Jun, 2016. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40327630, 
59 Keesing, “The Taupo (sic) System,” 4. 
60 Keesing. “The Taupo (sic) System,” 2.  
61 Keesing. “The Taupo (sic) System,” 2. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40327630
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not even become taupou. When it came to marriage, taboo was strictly observed in this 

system.62 

We can see here that tagata’aga o tama’ita’i in taupou system as nurtured by Nu’u o 

Tama’ita’i through aualuma was exclusively aristocratic and mostly oriented towards 

beautification and representation. Besides birthright, the taupou system clearly singled out 

tama’ita’i based on qualities that were mostly prescribed and decided by ali’i sili before she 

was fully welcome to inherit the title. With almost no say in this decision, Nu’u o Tama’ita’i 

would accept and commit themselves to training, fashioning and protecting taupou from 

harm. Tagata’aga or being human in this sense was clearly measured by tama’ita’i’s personal 

qualities and not by their being human. 

Moreover, in taupou system, the prohibitions that restricted tama’ita’i from exploring her 

femininity and sexuality was the ultimate mark and measure of being taupou. Accordingly, 

taupou had to maintain her mamalu (sacredness and dignity) by making sure that she would 

not loose her virginity before marriage. Failure to remain chaste before an arranged marriage 

would result in grave consequences for her. They must be pure in entering this union. The 

sole purpose was for procreation, even though there was an avenue in fa’asāmoa which 

permitted aristocratic tama’ita’i to choose their own partners. Note that purity was expected 

of both the unmarried male and female, especially the taupou and the manaia. In reality, 

promiscuity was almost always a mark of being a manaia. There was an unwritten law that 

one was not a true manaia if he was not sexually active, and his target groups were almost 

always the taupou of other families. Again, the tama’ita’i were bound to live according to the 

expectations of the community. And it is in relation to this very aspect of fa’amatai that I am 

in full support of the decision to remove taupou institution altogether, an issue discussed 

below. 

Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i i le Fa’a asāmoa: Imaging of Women in Samoan 

Sociometric Wheel 

It has been mentioned that fa’amatai is fa’asāmoa, and, fa’asāmoa is fa’amatai. One 

presupposes the other and vice-versa. It simply means that fa’asāmoa is, in theory, and in 

practice, expressed by fa’amatai, and, fa’amatai is an expression of fa’asāmoa. These terms 

                                                 

62 Su’apa’ia,History, Customs, Legends, and the Tribal form of Givernment of the Samoan Islands: A Guide to 
Ancient and Modern Samoa and the Polynesian Triangle (New York: Exposition Press Inc, 1962), 56. 
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will be used interchangably in this section and a brief overview will be offered later on in the 

discussion. We focus now on the contemporary fa’amatai, and how tagata’aga o tama’ita’i 

has been influenced, shaped, modified and rapidly changed. This is worked out from the 

framework of the socio-metric wheel model discussed next. 

Fa’amatai as Socio-metric Wheel 

Sāmoa is structurally defined by Aiono Fanaafi Le Tagaloa as a “socio-metric wheel,” which 

is a “social structure …on which Samoan society turns.” The socio-metric wheel explains 

how the transformed matai system not only allows each and every one a place and space 

within society but also gives each village the autonomy to function as a distinct body, while 

unified under fa’asāmoa. Vested with the divine authority conferred onto them by the 

ancestral God/s, the chiefs play a vital and central role in administering the wellbeing of the 

community. The chiefs inherit the distinctive honorific and leadership status that includes 

custodial roles over each kin’s property and land. The centrality of fa’amatai is presented in 

the following socio-metric wheel as follows: 

 

Figure 2: Fa’amatai Socio-metric Wheel63 

For clarification, these four spokes function in accordance with the expected roles each group 

plays in the society and community. The wheel follows the stages of life for each individual. 

For instance when one is young s/he is a tama’iti’iti (child). As a young adult, s/he joins 

aumaga or aualuma (tama’ita’i) depending on his or her gender. For tama’ita’i, according to 

                                                 

63 The Sociometric Wheel as presented by Aiono Fana’afi in her article “Western Samoa: The Sacred 
Covenant.” In: Land Rights of Pacific Women. Suva, Fiji: Institute of Pacific Studies of the University of the 
South Pacific. 104. Note that she numbers the spokes as 1. Tama’ita’i, 2. Aumaga, 3. Faletua ma Tausi 4. 
Tamaiti. 
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the wheel, it is assumed that she will become a faletua or tausi. And Ali’i will become matai, 

even though this is not specified. It is, however, assumed based on what has been the 

practice: that the matai will be men only.  

It is the general rationale in this system that matai, in collaborative work with other factions 

of the community, ensure the well-being and harmony of nu’u and tagata o le nu’u 

(villagers). All Sāmoans, regardless of where they were born, are connected to the land, sea, 

and genealogy of their parents’ villages. To Sāmoans, “nuu is more than a settlement implied 

by the term ‘village’; it comprises a territory usually defined by boundaries from the central 

mountain ridges of the main islands, to the outer reef.”64 Belonging to a nu’u means having 

connection/s to “an independent political entity comprising a number of āiga and their houses 

and their lands; most of these āiga will have genealogical connections to āiga in other 

villages and to the large overarching āiga or maximal lineages associated with paramount 

titles.”65 Even more significant is belonging to a group that is “politically autonomous with its 

own hierarchy of leaders, and historical traditions or ‘charter’ summarised in the 

fa’alupega.”66 At its best, the Sāmoan way of life can be seen as a blessing. An outside 

viewer observed that “(t)here are no dark corners in a Samoan house... The customs are 

communistic, and as the people freely share with one another, there is no individual poverty. 

Their life seems a singular peaceful and happy one. We heard only the pleasant sounds of 

laughter and singing, the children shouting at play...”67 

Such an observation is accurate on the basis that it is almost impossible to keep anything 

private or secret in a community, and that in communal societies there is truly no poverty, as 

there is abundance from the land and sea. In contrast, however, a Sāmoan way of life cannot 

avoid shortfalls, and these shall not be omitted from the living realities in such contexts. In 

order for us not to lose focus here, let us continue with an overview of fa’amatai and how it 

functions in the formation of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Samoa. 

                                                 

64 Asofou So’o, Democracy & Custom in Sāmoa: An uneasy Alliance (Suva: IPS Publications, University of the 
South Pacific, 2008), 17. 
65 So’o, Democracy & Custom in Sāmoa, 17. 
66 Meleisea, Change and Adaptations, 13. 
67 Strong, In Samoa with Stevenson, 665. 
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Fa’amatai at Work as an Inclusive System 

The term matai generally refers to all classes of chiefly titles. It refers to the “person chosen 

by the group to carry the name (title) of the founding ancestor”68 throughout generations. The 

chiefly title must be “embodied in a living person… (because), without this embodiment, 

there would be no one to speak in the name of this ancestor and, particularly, to deal with the 

lands associated with this founding name.”69 Vested with the divine authority conferred on 

them by the ancestral god, the chiefs play a vital and central role in administering the 

wellbeing of the community. The chiefs inherit the distinctive honorific and leadership status, 

which includes custodian roles over each kin’s property and land.  

The Sāmoan chiefly system “evolved out of the fusion of family and a hierarchical system of 

matai titles.”70 In Professor Asofou So’o’s words:  

...(T)he predominant system historically controlling Samoa’s socio-political affairs is 

the matai system. This system is an encompassing system inside which most, if not 

all, micro aspects of Sāmoan society operate, and under which most, if not all political 

affairs are controlled. Among the ideals espoused in this system are appreciation and 

encouragement (even enforcement) of collectivist values, recognition of and respect 

for high-ranking titles, and adherence to traditional procedures and practices. Any 

change toward the realization of liberal democracy must, therefore, be examined 

against the existing matai system.71 

This fa’amatai “is characterised by institutions in which the relationship and interactions of 

kin and groups are influenced by reference not only to kinship factors but particularly by such 

considerations as titles, hierarchy of titles, genealogies, and honorifics.”72 And, according to 

Aiono Fana’afi, “the core of the fa’amatai is the matai: the title or the title-holder heading the 

aiga, the extended family, who is the trustee of all aiga land. The matai can be male of 

female.”73 The word matai “comes from ‘mata i ai’ which has the connotation of being ‘set 

                                                 

68 See, Serge Tcherkezoff, “The Samoan Category of Matai / Chief: A Singularity in Polynesia? Historical and 
Etymological Queries, Journal of Polynesian Society 110 no. 2 (June 2000), 151-190, See also A. Morgan 
Tuimaleali’ifano, O Tama a A’iga: The Politics of Succession to Samoa’s Paramount Titles (Suva: The Unniversity 
of the South Pacific Publications, 2006), 2 
69 Tcherkezoff, “The Samoan Category of Matai,” 151. 
70 Vaai, Samoa Fa’amatai, 29. 
71 So’o. Democracy and Custom in Sāmoa, xi. 
72 Vaai, Samoa Fa’amatai, 29. 
73 Aiono Fana’afi. “Western Samoa: The Sacred Covenant,” 103.  
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apart’ or ‘consecrated’.”74 The mata’i are the consecrated ones chosen by their families to be 

their representative in the saofaiga a matai (council of chiefs) in each village. 

A typical Sāmoan āiga and household, then, comprise the immediate and extended family 

members. Each child upon birth immediately acquires an ascribed role in fa’asamoa, 

determined by the rank and status of his / her parents and their family of origin. Symbolic 

upon their birth is the burial of their mother’s fanua (placenta), or after-birth and the baby’s 

pute (umbilical cord) in their fanua (land), or moana (sea) as an affirmation of his/her 

connection forever to the land, sea and village surroundings. In a nutshell, 

The fa’amatai reflects: (i) the importance and the inclusive rights and position of the 

human being as the heir of a matai title – this feature of the fa’amatai gives everyone 

the right to be an heir, even those who are descendants of unions between foreigners 

and Samoans (ii) the insistence of the culture on the unity or holistic view of life; (iii) 

the inclusive decision-making process of soalaupule (iv) the ability of the Samoan 

culture to handle change and new ideas.75 

Hierarchically, “(t)he matai title can have the rank of paramount chief, chief or orator. All the 

sons, daughters or descendants of a matai title are heirs who have equal opportunity and 

proximity to the title or to become the bearer of the matai title...”76 Theoretically, they “can, 

potentially, become matai of their or any other extended family to which they are related and 

move up through the system of ranked titles toward the highest status titles in the system.”77 

At times, amongst matai themselves, there is indirectly a competition “for better, and higher 

ranking, kin ties, which enhances their account of status capital and allows them to attract or 

negotiate even better kin ties.”78 

In short, as Professor Aiono Fana’afi and others claim, women and men of Samoan ancestry 

both stand to inherit matai titles. Theoretically, this council now includes both genders as 

matai.79 In practice, most villages in both Samoa still hold on to the mindset that only ali’i 

(menfolk) are to be matai. Even in cases where a few villages and families have chosen 

tama’ita’i to be matai, their inclusion as full participants in the village decision-making body 

is yet to be fully recognised. These female matai are not recognised or seated in saofa’iga a 

                                                 

74 Meleisea, Change and Adaptation, 15 
75 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture and Democracy,” 117. 
76 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture and Democracy,” 118. 
77 Drozdow-St.Christian. Elusive Fragments, 49. 
78 Drozdow-St.Christian. Elusive Fragments, 51. 
79 Nu’u of Ali’i does not exist anymore as it has been transformed to be fono or saofa’iga a matai. Nu’u o 
Tama’ita’i, on the other hand, is still in existence in few villages, such as the villages of Saoluafata in Upolu,  
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matai. Instead, they are only visible and integrated into the system, primarily during both 

Sāmoa’s election years.  

Outworking of the Place and Status of Tama’ita’i in the Socio-metric Wheel 

As we have seen, central to the social organisation of Sāmoa is pulega a matai (authority of 

fa’amatai), which is “an institution where men and women play distinct roles and functions 

that aid in regulating the interaction of each kin and kinship.”80 A significant part of the 

fa’amata’i in contemporary Sāmoa is the recognition of tama’ita’i and their rights to inherit 

ancestral or chiefly titles as well as their full participating in the decision makings. Even 

though their claims are as fully recognised as those of the male population, tama’ita’i co-

exist and co-operate in the socio-metric wheel model with alii. This co-existence is presented 

by the four distinctive groups or spokes in Figure 2 above.81 

As an all-embracing entity, aiga in fa’asāmoa, “is a source of sustenance, certainty, and 

comfort ... It is the primary unit of society in Samoa and the medium through which 

fa’asamoa operates.”82 These extended families make up a nu’u, and metaphorically 

speaking, the extended family is the core of Sāmoan society, while nu’u is the mantle 

surrounding that core.83 Carmel Peteru in her article, “O le Tofā Manino: A Samoan 

Conceptual framework for Addressing Family Violence” sums this up well by saying that 

“...[a]n important principle underpinning the dynamics of social and sacred encounters and 

interaction within fa’asamoa is the desire to maintain and protect peaceful relationships in 

aiga, and between the Samoan people.”84 In addition, a thorough appropriation of tofā mamao 

(wisdom) in “fostering and nurturing well-being and strong vibrant families”85 forms a critical 

pathway. 

In the set-up, communal teamwork in each faction of aiga and nu’u contributes a lot to the 

welfare of the whole body: 

                                                 

80 See, LeTagaloa, and Derek Freeman, “Shorter Communications – Social Organization of Manu’a (1930 and 
1969), by Margaret Mead: Some Errata,” Journal of Polynesian Society (1972), 70-78. 
81 While Dr Aiono Fana’afi numbers the spokes in her discussion, this work considers all to be of equal 
importance. Therefore I have not included her numbering in the figure given above. However, the tama’iti 
Spoke has the least influence as a wheel of fa’amatai. 
82 Graeme Lay, Tony Murrow and Malama Meleisea. Samoa: Pacific Pride (Newton, Auckland: Pasifika Press 
Ltd, 2000).  
83 Lay, Murrow, Meleisea Samoa, 22. 
84 O le Tofa Mamao: A Samoan Conceptual Framework for Addressing Family Violence, 5. 
85 Carmel Peteru, 5. 
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...the work of the village is shared by all hands. The men and the young men work on 

the small plantations... Older women do the heavier work about the fale, and 

sometimes go to the plantations. Girls from twelve or so until marriage share the 

work, but are allowed considerable freedom. Early girlhood is usually filled with the 

responsibility of looking after one or two of the family infants.86 

The young generations are nurtured as “(e)arly youth is looked upon as the most important 

and vital period of life, not from the standpoint of preparation for life, but from the standpoint 

of its enjoyment.”87 Generally “(c)eremony surrounds the simplest acts of daily life that 

would sometimes culminate in feasting and dancing.88 

 

Figure 3: The Outworking of the Sociometric Wheel 

The socio-metric wheel presents five independent bodies in their own rounds. It points to the 

reality that each maintains its autonomy in terms of decision-making and in managing its own 

affairs. Though each body is autonomous, it cannot exist without the other/s. It is this ideal 

worldview that embraces all of the human inhabitants as living inter-dependently as one big 

aiga89 connected through kinships, land, ocean, and creation. In synthesis with Meleiseā’s 

explanation, fa’amatai of contemporary christianised Samoa refers nowadays “to the 

leadership of families and villages by groups of ali’i and tulāfale whose status and rank, 

                                                 

86 North, There were Clouds, 520. 
87 North, There were Clouds, 520. 
88 North, There were Clouds, 520. 
89 To understand aiga as an all embracing concept, see the work of Ama’amalele Tofaeono given above on Eco-
Theology of Aiga: The Household of Life. Consult also the works of other Samoans such as Malama Meleisea, 
Albert Wendt, 
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prerequisites and positions in the order of precedence are set out in the fa’alupega (a set of 

formal salutary greetings) that functions as a constitution for each title and each polity.”90 

These groups exist and co-exist co-operatively, each playing their specific roles and 

obligations aiming at the common good of the whole village. While the sociometric wheel 

recognises the spouses of the male matai or the faletua ma tausi as part of the system, it does 

not specify a group for the husbands of the village tama’ita’i because they join aumaga 

group, the untitled men. This is called faiavā, literally meaning to make or to have a wife. If a 

man is a chief from his village, he will be recognised by that chiefly title. Here we see again 

the inconsistency of the system. While faletua ma tausi are recognised as part of the 

sociometric wheel, their inclusion is due to the role they play in supporting their husbands. At 

the same time, their space and place within this system are those of outsiders. Faiavā, on the 

other hand, become included in the spoke for sons of the village, even though they are 

marrying into the village. And as chiefs, they are recognised and addressed according to their 

titles.  

Worthy of mention here is a positive development, whereby women with chiefly titles are 

also addressed accordingly in public events. There have been a few rare situations where 

outspoken women rightly correct orators in public when they are addressed as faletua or tausi 

of their husbands instead of addressing them by their chiefly titles. On the flip side, few men 

have also spoken up for women and in support of chiefly women of status who are either 

purposely or honestly overlooked. This is the voice, often muted, that this work desires to 

bring out: to have more tama’ita’i and ali’i of courage to affirmatively speak with courage 

and charisma, especially in cases of injustice and violence of all forms. 

The Spoke of Fanau/Tama’it’i: Young Children 

As seen in the groupings above, the tama’iti spoke represents the young fanau, (children of 

the village). Teine (girl), and, tama (boy) belong to tama’iti (children of the village). Each 

child is born to inherit an ascribed role in fa’amata’i system. Her/his position in the wheel as 

fanau/tama’iti is determined by the status of her/his parents regardless if s/he is a teine, a girl, 

                                                 

90 Meleiseā, 34. Note that fa’amatai of ancient times has been transformed greatly since the introduction of 
other cultures especially that that came with the introduction of Christianity in 1830. This work refers to 
fa’amatai as Christian Samoa. I am in agreement with Meleisea who claims “that the matai system in its 
present form is a modern political order, which developed after 1830, the year in which Christian Gospel was 
first formally proclaimed in Samoa and in which the old political order began to be transformed.” 19-20.   
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or a tama, a boy.91 Theoretically and, to a degree, in practice, children inherit chiefly titles, 

regardless of sex from either parent – although male leadership has been the unstated norm.92 

Tagata’aga otama’iti cannot exist outside of fa’asāmoa as it provides the social foundation 

as well as “a framework for action based upon the social structure of the aiga and the nu’u, 

and (with) the authority of matai and fono, new practices, ideas, and goods could be accepted 

and incorporated into it…”93 In fact, “as heirs of matai titles, they have the right to participate 

in the consultations of all heirs of the matai title, especially on the consultation and selection 

of bearers of the matai title.”94 Overall, tama or teine “learns quickly where he or she fits into 

this close communal structure by learning of the family’s gafa or genealogy. All members 

know their places, their expectations and their duties.”95 Once tama or teine reaches puberty, 

segregation takes place immediately. Tama becomes a member of aumaga group and is now 

called taule’ale’a96 while teine joins aualuma and is called tama’ita’i. These young adults, 

especially “those who carry out their duties know that they will be beneficiaries of the system 

in the long run.”97 

In their early childhood, teine are, in most cases, trained to become beautifiers and to do good 

indoor chores, keeping the houses and surrounding areas clean. When they are old enough to 

be aualuma, they are taught the skills of carrying out their traditional roles. In other words, 

female children are raised and nurtured to be highly conscious of the values of hospitality, 

respect and upholding of their dignity and identity as tama’ita’i. With strict observation of 

va-tapuia (relational spaces of wellbeing), every other aspect of Sāmoan life and the 

community’s wellbeing are sustained harmoniously.  

Aristocrats and connections to aristocracy are highly valued in Samoa. This was also 

observed by the one non-Sāmoan who wrote that “[o]f all the South Seas peoples the courtly, 

                                                 

91 If the parents are staying with the mother’s family, then the position of the children is determined by her 
status and rank in her family and village. The Sociometric wheel as proposed by Professor Aiono Fana’afi, is 
based on the lineage of the father. 
92 Lay, Murrow and Meleisea, Samoa, 44. 
93 Malama Meleisea, The Making of Modern Samoa: Traditional Authority and Colonial Administration in the 
History of Western Samoa (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies, University of South Pacific, 1987), 16-17. 
94 Aiono Fanaafi Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture and Government,” in Culture and Democracy in the South 
Pacificeds. Ron Crocombe, Uentabo Neemia et al (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies, University of the South 
Pacific, 1992), 119.  
95 Lay, Murrow and Meleisea, Samoa,15. 
96Taule’ale’a is the address for a single male adult and taulele’a is its plural form. 
97 Lay, Murrow and Meleisea, Samoa, 15. The discussion now shifts to focus primarily on tracing the stages in 
which the Samoan female is shaped by society from childhood to adulthood. 
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independent, beauty-loving Samoans are the aristocrats. Their government, when not 

interfered with by the whites, is patriarchal.”98 Generally speaking, all Samoans are 

considered aristocrats because of their direct generational connection, when traced, to a 

highly chiefly family as well as their divine ancestor. But the specifically aristocratic class 

refers to the grandchildren/children of the sacred high chiefs. These grand/ children did not 

directly interact with the children of lower ranking chiefs and untitled men.99 Should one be 

the eldest or only daughter of ali’i sili, she often becomes taupou, for her family clan when 

she comes of age.100 

The Spoke of Tama’ita’i or Daughters of Matai 

The spoke of tama’ita’i or aualuma “is the most privileged group within the extended family 

and within the village, and are known as the feagaiga.”101 As in old Sāmoa, they are the most 

privileged because they are given the best there is to offer, be it food, clothing, bedding, 

security and much more at home. And even though she ceases being in aualuma group the 

day she gets married and starts a family at her husband’s village, she remains tama’ita’i for 

life with all the privileges attached to it in her family and village of origin. And her brothers 

and their children or tamatane line look out for her and her descendants as their feagaiga also 

for life. Tama’ita’i group “is the unit in the ideal social organisation that repeats the 

authoritative level of the matai group itself.”102 Reference has already been made to Nu’u o 

Tama’ita’i in pre-contact Sāmoa. However, such a reality still exists today in some villages 

such as Saoluafata. In that setup, Tama’ita’i who is a matai 

...assumes the responsibility of seeing that the family heritage is utilized properly and 

allocated fairly to the heirs who require or wish to cultivate the land. She has the duty 

of protecting the land as well as the standing of the matai title as would a male matai, 

for a matai is neither male nor female but merely the trustee of the aiga heritage and 

aiga land.103 

The placement of tama’ita’i in the wheel functions with the understanding that she will 

eventually leave the comfort of her home and village “(s)ince, traditionally, marriage within 

                                                 

98 Strong, In Samoa with Stevenson, 657. 
99 Reference is made only to untitled as it is assumed that tama’ita’i group marry outside of their villages. 
There are few cases where tama’ita’i, especially those from high ranking family, chooses to settle at her family.   
100 There are (rare) situations in which the high chief himself chooses a daughter of his sister or a close female 
relative of high/er rank to be his taupou over his daughter as a gesture of respect for his women-kins. 
101 Fana’afi, “Western Samoa: The Sacred Covenant,” 103-4. 
102 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture,” 118. 
103 Le Tagaloa, “Western Samoa: The Sacred Covenant,” 105. 
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families in a village was discouraged…”104 Therefore, among many responsibilities, she is 

groomed in aualuma group for the future role she would play as either faletua or tausi. When 

tama’ita’i marries, “she loses the right to participate in tama’ita’i group, but if her marriage 

does not work out or she becomes widowed, she automatically assumes her status as 

tama’ita’i on returning to her own aiga (clan).”105 

Note here that the introduced Christian values of purity and chastity before marriage for all 

were not new. Chastity for tama’ita’i Samoa was enforced through the taupou institution. 

The problem was with how this was carried out. Christianity did not enforce the same virtue 

on the men. Instead, these values were further impressed on Christian tama’ita’i Sāmoa. 

Chastity and purity were marks of a good Christian woman. Her virginity is her precious gift 

for husband. Some men publicly shamed or refused to stay in the marriages if the wife has 

lost her innocence. The irony is that the Christian men, on the other hand, as in ancient 

Sāmoa, are free to sow their wild oats before marriage as a symbol of their masculinity. 

Purity before marriage was never made a condition for being a good Christian husband. 

The Spoke of Aumaga (Untitled men) 

Aumaga is known as malosi o le nu’u “because they are the physical strength and support 

upon which the matai group (nu’u) depend. ... They are the heirs of matai titles who give 

uniquely Samoan service, called tautua, to honour the chosen matai.”106 They are the untitled 

sons of matai “who are no longer attending school… The aumaga is the labour force and 

significant participants in family affairs can expect to be conferred with matai titles 

particularly if there are no suitable candidates amongst the heirs ...”107 In very rare occasions 

are young boys selected as matai. When they are of age, they all join the aumaga group or the 

untitled sons of the village. Here they are officially introduced into the Sāmoan thought forms 

through ‘learning by doing and speaking’ form of education system through the fa’asāmoa 

lived out in the fa’amatai.  

The bulk of their learning is based on the practicality of being a Sāmoan male who is efficient 

in rendering service as a tiller and custodian of the land and the sea, and provider for the 

immediate and extended family. Should they begin a family, their wives join them in their 

                                                 

104 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture,” 119. 
105 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture,” 119.  
106 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture,” 119. 
107 Vaai, Samoa Fa’amatai, 52. 
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role as tautua.As for aumaga, they remain in aumaga even if they marry within the village. 

Included in this group are faiavā, the husbands or spouses of the village tama’ita’i, although 

they are not officially named in the socio-metric wheel. When they live with their wives in 

their families, they are known as faiavā.108 In rare cases are their faiavā married to Sāmoan 

women chiefs. 

The Spoke of the Spouses of Matai109: Faletua and Tausi 

Even though fa’amatai regulates the village activities from the centre, Fanaafi Aiono sees 

that in the social organisation the existence and involvement of tama’ita’i or aualuma 

(female gender) in all its schematization in the social fabric of life is uniquely significant.110 

To her, their contribution to the wellbeing of the village community is immeasurable. 

Through marriage, the status of tama’ita’i changes depending on whether her husband is a 

matai ali’i or matai tulafale.111 If she lives with him in his village, she does not have any right 

to her husband’s land. But she has the right through her husband’s rights to his family land, to 

cultivate his land and build their own home. Her children, however, inherit land from their 

father. And should her husband die, she can remain in the land and at their home through her 

children’s inheritance. 

As a group, faletua ma tausi are tama’ita’i of other villagers who become part of the 

husbands’ fa’amatai as the wives of the matai, and mothers of the tama’ita’i, aumaga, and 

tama’iti. They do not exercise their authority as tama’ita’i in their husband’s family. The 

ranks of their husbands determine the role they play in the family of the in-laws and 

fa’amata’i in their husband’s village. The married women are informally called nofotane, a 

term that literally implies that she “lives with husband and/at his family”.112 This is a 

derogatory term denoting a lowering in rank and a shift in status, distinguishing tama’ita’i in 

her sisterly feagaiga role from the wifely role as fafine nofotane. Note that, while many 

                                                 

108Faiavā literally means to make a wife or take a wife. The author pays to the language as determining factor 
on how men and women are seen and addressed differently. Instead of calling the wife a faitane, to 
make/take a man husband, she is referred to as ‘avā,’ the one who “is made a wife” by a man. And instead of 
calling the husband a nofofafine, to sit/live with a woman, he is called a wife maker/taker. 
109 I have purposely used ‘spouses’ of matai instead of the commonly used “wives” of matai spoke to 
emphasise my claim that this spoke in a transformed reading can include also utitled men married to female 
matai.  
110 Reference is made to the formal inclusive address as tama’ita’i of the feminine gender for life. 
111 Le Tagaloa, “The Sacred Covenant,” 105. 
112 It literally means fafine (woman) nofo (sit/live) tane (man/husband). See the discussion on the faletua and 
tausi spoke for an indepth discussion on the roles of the female as tama’ita’i and as married woman.  
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writers discuss nofotane as the “servant” role married women play, I differ because of 

growing up in an environment where this word was non-existent. I have grown up 

understanding that the spouses of our menfolk were their to’alua (spouses) who were treated 

in our family respectfully as the sisters of their brothers. In return, they upheld their role as 

to’alua of our brothers in accordance with the way in which our menfolk honoured us as their 

sisters. There was never an indication that our female and male in-laws were lower in rank, 

although they know their va and standing as someone who is married into the family. 

In the wider Sāmoan context, there is a major shift from their central role as tama’ita’i who is 

feagaiga in her family with all the privileges attached to it, to the role of a married woman 

who is expected to serve her in-laws on a daily basis. There is no special name for those 

married or living in a de facto relationship with a taule’ale’a/aumaga. They are avā o 

taulele’a and are the lowest in rank among the women marrying into the village. Their life as 

ava unfortunately clearly reflects the status of a nofotane where they are expected to be the 

first to rise and the last to sleep after all the chores have been done. In other words, they have 

no say or influence at all in family matters. They are literally placed in the kitchen serving 

from the back. And all the manual labour and responsibilities are on their shoulders, with or 

without the support of the husband. However, once they return to their own aiga potopoto 

and nu’u, they automatically assume the status and authority of tama’ita’i.”113 

Calling a Sāmoan married female a fafine nofotane is a later social construction. Its absence 

in the original set-up of fa’amatai system and in the sociometric wheel of the contemporary 

fa’asamoa is proof of this claim. Rather the wives were addressed as either faletua, tausi or 

the inclusive term to’alua (spouse). Such naming respected these women while nofotane in 

some ways is understood and interpreted as a Sāmoan version of slavery. However, it does 

not take away the fact that it is used in some Samoan settings. I will argue later that the term 

nofotane does more harm than good to married women. Such negative language affirms in 

the psyche of the Samoan people a mindset like a mathematical formula that women plus 

marriage equal housemaid or helpmeet. A talanoaga with existing theological writing will 

take the form of an analysis of the works that propose Jesus as nofotane.114 This work 

                                                 

113 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture and Government,” 119. 
114 Some scholarly work is already written on Jesus as the Nofotane. See for instance Michiko Eti... unpublished 
MTh thesis, Pacific Theological College, 2001. 
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deliberately refrains from using the terminologies fafine and nofotane as a way to promote the 

use of inclusive language and transformative existing Samoan concepts. 

The Spoke of Matai (Chiefs) 

As discussed above, contemporary Sāmoans recognise that “all heirs, either male or female 

have equal claim to succession. Nevertheless, tradition, principally through the institution and 

practice of feagaiga, favoured the agnates over the uterine for successors to the title.”115 

Therefore, in reality, matai titles “are mainly held and tend to be held by males. Male 

predominance was maintained largely through the operation of practices like feagaiga.116 

There are however female titleholders today discussed in detail in the next chapter, and some 

of them are “the most renowned personalities and holders of important matai titles in Samoan 

history.…”117 

Hierarchy within the Sociometric Wheel 

The Sociometric wheel, when carefully analysed, has unfortunately functioned to 

disadvantage greatly the majority of tama’ita’i Sāmoa, especially those who have no or lower 

ranks, status or political alliance or higher formal education. And with the introduction of the 

new centralised Malō or form of government, the centrality and the influence of fa’amata’i as 

the governing system that kept fa’asāmoa functioning has diminished drastically.118 

Inextricably, va principles that held fa’amatai together for the Sāmoan foreparents have been 

made insignificant. And today Sāmoans say that ‘e tupu lava le tagata ia i lona aiga,’ 

meaning that everyone is of royalty in her/his familybecause every family in every village is 

connected to a high chiefly title, inspite of its stratification.  

I agree in theory with Professor Fana’afi Aiono that the fa’amatai of contemporary Sāmoa 

allows both tamatane and tamafafine heirs to be title-holders, but the reality is that these 

changes were also possible because of outside influences and forces. In practice, as she also 

acknowledges, the “increase in the number of female matai in the last fifteen years,… is a 

direct result of the imposition of papalagi (foreign) political institution of ‘choice by ballot.” 

And, as alluded to earlier, “(t)he majority of female matai ‘for the ballot’ are lesser mataib 

titles or matai in name only. In between general elections, this type of matai reverts to her 

                                                 

115 Vaai, Samoa Fa’amatai, 52. 
116 Vaai, Samoa Fa’amatai, 51.  
117 Vaai, Samoa Fa’amatai, 52. 
118 Tutuila, the eastern located island of ancient Samoa with the Manua islands became American Samoa in 
1900, a government governed according to the American form of democracy. Western Samoa is now Samoa. 
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usual status as tama’ita’i or faletua or tausi.”119 Within the sociometric wheel itself, there is 

an invisible and unseen hierarchy which is visible only when you are in the system or have 

experienced and observed the system at work, especially within the immediate extended 

family setting of three generations with their spouses and children under the household and 

guidance of the parents and grandparents. The following diagram attempts at showing the 

hierarchy at work. Note that while the sociometric wheel indicates that aualuma and aumaga 

have the same right to inherit the position of chiefs in their families, the reality, as Figure 4 

below shows, is that the hierarchy within that very system grants male descendants the 

inheritance of the family title. 

 

Figure 4: Hierarchy of Fa’amata’i System 

The majority of female descendants, on the other hand, are reared and groomed first and 

foremost to become the spouses of chiefs and to carry out their responsibilities as wives of 

men. However, there is a minority of women whose statuses as daughters of high and 

paramount chiefs automatically qualify them, as in the case of Salamasina, to be immediate 

inheritors and heiresses to their family’s chiefly titles. 

Reconstructing the Socio-metric Wheel 

The reconstruction below of the sociometric wheel is a practical outworking of fa’asāmoa, 

theorising about the space and place of every Sāmoan in fa’amatai system, and their 

possession of titles regardless of gender. The logic of this reconstruction is to show that when 

                                                 

119 Le Tagaloa, “Western Samoa: The Sacred Covenant,” 106. 
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the system functions as it is supposed to, no one will be left out and each person has not only 

an important role to play in the community, but also an opportunity to be in the centre as part 

of the “think tank” group of matai, the governing village body. This following visual 

reconstruction of the outworking of the “sociometric wheel,”120 with minor alterations,121 is 

necessary in order to understand further what Fanaafi Aiono, Peggy Fairbain-Dunlop and 

other Sāmoan women writers and scholars discuss thoroughly in their writings.122 

 

Figure 5: A Reconstruction of Va - Relational Space in Fa’amatai 

The green dotted cross lines symbolise the centredness of fa’asāmoa on God. It is this 

centrality that allows the system to transform in a Christ-centred way. Hence the four open 

spaces in each circle. And while the horizontal and diagonal lines of the Cross/Divine appear 

to be directly centred on matai, the other four circles are also connected horizontally and 

diagonally, through the openings to the divine. 

At the same time, the new shift leaves an opening for the people in the four outer surrounding 

circles the choice to join their other parents’ family or be outside of the practical daily 

                                                 

120 LeTagaloa, “Samoan Culture and Government,”117-137, and “The Sacred Covenant,” 7-12. 
121 In the diagrams presented by Aiono, Fairbairn and others the four outgroups are: Aumaga, Aualuma, 
Faletua ma Tausi and Tama’iti/Tinifu. Taulelea is given here instead of aumaga, which means the same thing. 
And to’alua is added to Faletua maTausi grouping to stress that they are the incoming group who are included 
in the chart because of their wifely/spousely role as spouse of the men, matai in the centre of the Wheel. 
122 Particular reference is made here to the studies by Holmes, Tallman, Jantz, Mageo and others. See also the 
Executive Report of a Task Group entitled“O le Tofā Mamao: A Samoan Conceptual Framework for Addressing 
Family Violence,” (March 2012), 1-24 and presented by Maiava Carmel Peteru. 
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fa’asāmoa life through migration, higher education outside of the islands, re-location to 

freehold lands and or be matai in their other parent’s family. Additionally, while we are 

thinking about how to piece together the connections, disconnections, and connectedness of 

the imaging of tama’ita’i Sāmoa with the organisational social wheel, the pictorial 

outworking of the “sociometric wheel” in Figure 3 of fa’amatai system showcase how the 

living reality within which tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i is dynamically shaped and formed. The 

underlying intention in doing so is to aid in understanding the connection and distinct 

division of the indigenous concepts. Tracing the evolution of the tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i 

Sāmoa in the sociometric wheel, though elaborate and exciting, it is to a certain extent 

religiously or theologically bounded. 

Note that the formation of the wheels, from my viewpoint, theoretically also allows for the 

tamaiti, aumaga, tama’ita’i and faletua ma tausi to become matai. In re-appropriating the 

sociometric wheel, I claim that it is very inclusive in the sense that when faletua is taken as a 

non-gendered role of someone who serves, and tausi as the one that is a carer, then a male or 

female to a matai alii (high chief) is faletua and the ones married to a matai tulafale (orator 

chief) is a tausi. This supports my argument that the matai were initially the chosen 

tama’ita’i and ali’i representative, and not just menfolk, as has been the general 

understanding. 

In the reconstruction of the sociometric wheel, tama’ita’i Sāmoa not only have the ascribed 

positions of privilege, they also have the freedom of choice and independence in making their 

own decisions like their brothers and fathers. After all, the females’ statuses as tama’ita’i in 

her personas as feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu are for life and are continued for generations 

through her being the root of tamafafine line.123 As tama’ita’i, the Sāmoan female and her 

descendant are inherently sacred and ceremonially respected.  

Summary 

The traces of the shaping of tagata’aga o le tamai’ta’i Sāmoa has been the focus of the 

inquiry throughout this chapter. It takes as its departure point, the indigenous creation myths 

about the initial existence of the first-born human-beings. According to these, the female and 

male, as human-beings, not only are issued from the interactions of cosmic and supernatural 

forces but both are also by-products of nature. The two are late-comers in creation. They 

                                                 

123 The tama’ita’i trinity is discussed thoroughly later especially in chapters 6 & 7.  
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share in common the living power of the divinities and cosmic forces and live co-

existentially, respecting each other’s dignity and identity as distinct and different, while 

equally and mutually sharing in nature and relating to each other. 

The inquiry into tagata’aga o tama’ita’i has led to the second part, which is a study of the 

ancient Sāmoa structure and organisation as presupposed and defined by the myths of the 

creation of the first humanbeings. The co-existence of the two main bodies known as Nu’u o 

Tama’ita’i and Nu’u o Ali’i is the main topic of discussion here. Though independent in 

upholding tagata’aga in respective villages, the establishment of social structures and 

religious institutions have gradually formed orderly distinctions that were eventually built 

into schematized hierarchies. In these developments, tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i undergoes 

modification in the sense that tama’ita’i is perceived as subordinate, secondary and 

insignificant, thus considered as an opposite or a weaker counterpart. Though legitimately 

addressed as sacred and central in fa’asāmoa, tama’ita’i in the context of hierarchical 

structures is defined more by her social functions and less as a sacred being created equally 

with ali’i in the divine images. 

The dynamic developments in the social structures and religious institutions of the 

contemporary fa’amatai have led to new modifications in tagata’aga o le tamai’ta’i. The 

inquiry into this aspect is the main focus of the discussion of tama’ita’i in the sociometric 

wheel of fa’amatai. In the contemporary schematization, the creation of additional structures 

(from two to four existing villages) has widened not only the relational space between 

genders but constantly shifts and gradually decentres the sacredness of tagata’aga o le 

tama’ita’i. As has been repeatedly mentioned, the honour and dignity intrinsic in tagata’aga 

o le tama’ita’i and expressed through honorific and formal addresses gradually lose 

significance and meaning. In other words, the evolutionary changes of fa’amatai impacted by 

social and secular orientations have perpetually driven tama’ita’i to the periphery, which 

surely affects and distorts tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i.  

Tagata’aga in the context of gender is an inevitable issue within the nature of my discussion. 

All that is life-giving, life sustaining and life nurturing is never genderless, except for God, 

Source, Giver and Redeemer of life. This is evident in the Sāmoan mythology of creation 

presented in this work. It is not given in detail but Afimusaesae and Mutalalī are described as 

supernatural powers and cosmic agents. Genderwise, Afimusaesae is described as male and 

Mutalalī as female. And the interchange goes on until the formation of the maggots that were 
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supposed to be the first human beings. I argue that no reference to their gender was given. At 

the same time, there was also no proof of their being genderless either. If the maggots were 

gendered, then how were they developed? Was it by osmosis, absorption, infiltration or some 

other sort of process that they gradually formulated their gender? 

The point to stress is that the genderless maggots had in the process of their development the 

creative maleness and femaleness of their fore-parents Afimusaesae and Mutalalī. 

Femaleness and maleness is not the issue. The problem is in the valuing of one over the other. 

The Sāmoan creation version employed does not have this preference. It is a human social 

construction. Even in the Christian creation story, procreation was part of the continuous 

creation hence gender was a given right from the beginning. However, the distortion was a 

human activity. It is an issue addressed here as the problem. 

This is where the concept of va plays a very important role in bridging the gap and honouring 

the space throughout this writing, especially the impact of va and ‘aga in the relational 

context. And in this va, how does ‘aga differ from aga and in what way? This will be 

elaborated further in my theology of ava fatafata, which considers whether the va shapes the 

‘aga or whether the ‘aga shapes and determines the va, or both. 

As an effort to reconstitute the social and sacred place and status of tama’ita’i then, an 

alternative model is proposed from within the sociometric wheel of fa’amatai. The alternative 

model is based on a constructive critique of the former model, and it features the 

revitalisation of values such as openness, co-sharing, and equality of human-beings on the 

basis of honouring sacredness, dignity and mutual respectability. From here, we proceed to 

the next chapter that features the centrality of tama’ita’i as Augā-tinā or matriarch of Sāmoa.



 

 

128 

 

Chapter 4 Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i Sāmoa i Augā-tinā: Matriarchs 

and Self-Imaging 
 

E au le ‘ina’ilau a tama’ita’i ae lē au le inailau a ali’i. 

Women successfully achieve their set goals while men 

do not successfully achieve their goals. 

(Samoan proverbial saying) 

 

Introduction 

This chapter situates the discussion of fa’asāmoa in the previous chapter in the living 

narratives of selected augā-tama’ita’i or augā-tinā – matriarchs or prominent female figures 

of ancient Sāmoa.1 In this re-telling of their stories from tama’ita’i perspective, the lens is 

focused on the interplay, intersection and playing-out of the different kinds of rank and 

status-layering. Talanoaga (dialoguing/polyloguing) with the myths and talatalaga 

(analysing and critiquing) of the layers within the stories aid greatly in locating the 

dis/connected strands that patterned the imaging, placing and spacing of the tagata’aga o le 

tama’ita’i, the female self imaging. 

The above-given proverb features how the legendary tama’ita’i or matriarchs shaped the 

narratives of their existence and survival, and how such narratives legitimately speak about 

their great deeds and achievements in life. The proverbs and women shape each other. The 

stories of these tama’ita’i live on, and their legacies as well as their leadership have been 

retold from generation to generation. How their living legacies profoundly challenged, 

reformed and transformed tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i, and the paths of life that have already 

been travelled can challenge, give directions and orientations for contemporary tama’ita’i 

Samoa. 

Oral traditions and a couple of written (his)tories acknowledge the contribution of the few 

ancient Samoan women that became leaders by right of birth, through divine powers and 

through their belief that women are as capable as men of being leaders.2 Niel Gunson, for 

one, notes that Polynesian women were very important in their society. Samoan women, for 

                                                 

1 Filemoni Tuigamala used indigenous chants, poetry, songs and theatrical plays to indigenise and 
contextualise the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
2 The use of his/story implies that the story is written by men from the perspective of men, therefore it is 
incomplete without the view of women. The use of ‘sic’ indicates the need to be inclusive. 
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instance, were believed to have sacred powers that allowed them to be priestesses in their 

families alongside the family chief or in the absence of the chief. With the arrival of the 

missionaries, he continues, drastic changes took place that altered the significance and central 

role of Polynesian women.3 A similar sentiment is echoed by S. Deacon Ritterbush who 

acknowledges that, traditionally, Polynesian women had high status. Based on her 

observation and analysis of certain events she witnessed in Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, Tahiti, and 

Hawai’i, she realised that dramatic changes took place in situations where women were given 

the opportunity to actively participate.4 

Talanoaga i Tama’ita’i Samoa: Shaping the Proverb E ‘au le ‘ina’ilau a 

tama’ita’i…5 

The proverbial saying6 “E au le ‘ina’ilau a tama’ita’i, ae lē au le ‘ina’ilau a ali’i” left 

imprints that changed the course of Sāmoa for the better - or so it appeared especially for the 

women for generations to come. There are many versions of the story from which this 

proverbial saying originates. How it is told depends on the geographic place and setting of the 

tellers. One version says that this proverb arose out of a well known Sāmoan myth which tells 

of how a nameless tama’ita’i of ancient Samoa outwitted an unnamed ali’i in a “daring” 

competition as a response to his request for her to become his wife. In winning the 

competition, she did not marry him as was the condition in accepting his challenge. 

The other version, which is community-oriented in nature, begins with a village and family 

setting, where a chief named Tautunu from Falealupo requested the assistance of his village 

people in building a house for him. The story says that: 

When the house was completed, the tufuga (master builder) called on the men and 

women of the village to thatch the house. This was unusual because thatching a roof is 

usually men’s work.) The aualuma (women) and the aumaga (men) of the village set 

                                                 

3 N. Gunson, “Sacred Women Chiefs and Female Headmen in Polynesian History,”Journal of Pacific History  3-4 
(1987), 139-171.  
4 Ritterbush, S. Deacon 1987” Booty, Bait, Bystander or Brains: theWoman's Role in Political change in 18th 
and 19th Century Polynesia,” A Paper presented to the Women's Studies Program, University of Hawaii 
Conference on 'Concepts and Strategies: Women's Studies,’ in Different Cultural Contexts (Honolulu: 
November, 1982). 
5 Women successfully achieved/completed their given tasks/roles. On Women, Proverbs, Myths and legends 
from an African perspective, see, Mercy Amba Oduyoye. Daughters of Anowa: African Women & Patriarchy 
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books:1995), 19 and 55. I agree here with Odoyoye’s discussion on the potential influence of 
proverbs in the shaping of women images or “What is woman?” as she puts it.  
6 E. Schultz, Samoan Proverbial Expressions: Alagāupu fa’asamoa, trans. Brother Herman (Suva: Institute of 
Pacific Studies, University of the South Pacific, 1980). 
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to work, and although they started together, the ladies’ row of thatching reached the 

top of the house first, completing their side. The men’s side took a long time to 

complete, as the men did not work hard. Tautunu became angry with the men and, in 

his rage, laid a curse upon the building turning it to stone.7 

The same sentiment is echoed in a statement of a prominent Samoan leader in her 

presentation at the 49th Session of the Commission on the Status of Women at a United 

Nations meeting in New York in 2005. She states that the proverb means “The legacy of 

women is one of total achievement. Indeed, the high status of women has long been 

recognized in our culture and traditions. When women succeed, their families succeed and 

society prospers.”8 

Diana Roberts in her reflection “Coming out of the Kitchen” quotes Tuala Falenaoti Tiresa 

Malietoa, wife of the late Head of State Malietoa Tanumafili IV and leader of the Christian 

Party in Sāmoa as saying that “…our place is no longer in the kitchen alone. [T]hings are not 

going as well as we want in this country. [W]e need to make a contribution to the 

improvement and further development of our nation.”9 Tuala Malietoa took this proverb to 

mean, “Women are great achievers’– in the kitchen and out of it.”10 Following discussion on 

the radio talkback show in New Zealand, Roberts writes that 

Not everyone is supportive, though; talkback show callers have condemned the 

women for dishonouring their traditional role as the supporter of the family by trying 

to be in parliament. “it’s not our place to be in parliament, women should return home 

and take care of their children and serve their husbands,” said one woman caller and a 

male caller told her: “women have no right to be in parliament, you’re a woman, 

that’s not your role, go back to the kitchen.”11 

The views of this man and this woman echo the general attitude that is often heard in the 

islands and in the diaspora. And as elaborated in the previous chapters, the majority truly 

believe that tama’ita’i Sāmoa are first and foremost nurtured and groomed to be wives, 

mothers, and homemakers. So, becoming and being a mother is their God-given profession. 

There is, however, a growing intention among individuals like Malietoa and other like-

                                                 

7 Peggy Fairbairn-Dunlop, Tama’ita’i Samoa: Their Stories. (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies, 1996), 1.  
8 Statement by Honourable Safuneituuga Paaga Neri, a member of Parliament and Parliamentary under 
Secretary for the Ministry of Women, Community and Social Development at the Forty Ninth Session of the 
Commission on the Status of Women in New York.(7 March 2005). Permament Mission of Samoa to the United 
Nations, accessed November 11, 2015 www.un.org/webcast/csw2005/statements/050307samoa-e.pdf. 
9 Diana Roberts, Kitchen Theology: The Food and Faith Connection(Christchurch: The Methodist Publishing 
Company, 2011), 57. 
10 Roberts, Kitchen Theology, 58. 
11 Roberts, Kitchen Theology, 57. 

http://www.un.org/webcast/csw2005/statements/050307samoa-e.pdf
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minded thinkers to redefine and refine the place and space of tama’ita’i. This begins with 

raising awareness that confinement to the kitchen is not God-given; they can also be where 

tama’ita’i once were, in leadership with the men and not just supporters behind them. 

A recently launched short documentary film12 E au le ina’ilau a Tama’ita’i: Exploring 

Gender Equality Issues in Samoa is evidence of this growing awareness among Sāmoans of 

the need to dialogue further on the place and space of tama’ita’i, and to introduce and 

implement necessary changes that fit the contemporary context. In this documentary, a 

version of the origin of this proverb by a male storyteller is explained in subtitles as follows:  

This house is called the afolau. This house was built in a competition between Sina 

and Leleisiuao. Leleisiuao came from Palauli where as Sina was a Falealupo girl. 

Leleisi’uao came with the untitled men of his village wanting to marry Sina, the 

Falealupo girl. So Sina said: “Alright come let’s go thatch the house. If you are first to 

finish your side, we will marry you (sic). But if I complete my side first, this will 

mean you must return for we shall not marry.” This house as you can see was built 

from stone. Furthermore, Sina was the first to finish her side and Leleisi’uao was 

unable to complete his side. It is from this we find a proverb that is used by many of 

Samoa’s orator chiefs and especially also by the high chiefs in their wisdom: “the 

women completed their thatching but men couldn’t.” The deep meaning of this 

expression is that women made many important contributions.13 

Talatalaga o Tama’ita’i Sāmoa: Shaping the Proverb E au le inailau a 

Tama’ita’i14 

There are many versions of the given proverbial saying, but this work uses and reflects on the 

version where tama’ita’i is named as Sina. Naming is mere recognition of one’s identity that 

is often ignored in storytelling. One’s name is significant and an indicator of where one is 

from. For instance, any Samoan familiar with fa’asamoa and each village’s fa’alupega, will 

know right away that Leleisiuao is the manaia title for the leader of aumaga group of Palauli. 

The fact that he had an entourage confirms that he is the son of the high chief in his village. 

Sina then must be the daughter of the high chief of Falealupo because manaia does not take 

                                                 

12 This film launched on March 7th, 2013 was directed and produced by Galumalemana Steven Percival with 
financial assistance and support from Pacific Media Assistance Scheme (PACMAS), Australian Aid and 
International Development Australian Broadcasting Corporation. This is the version that the writer has chosen 
to reflect on later. Reason being that both characters are given names and place of origin. 
13 The film can be viewed at the PACMAS website: www.pacmas.org or you tube or follow facebook Pacific 
Media Assistance Scheme or tw@pacmacvoice. 
14 The original proverb was to do with thatching. It literally means the women completed thatching their side 
and the men did not. It is now used widely to mean that women can accomplish any task given. 

http://www.pacmas.org/


Chapter 4 

 

132 

 

with him a group of aumaga to propose to tama’ita’i of lower status. Therefore, she was 

either taupou or sa’otama’ita’i of aualuma. And surely a group of aualuma was with her. 

It is important to point out that na au le inailau a Sina (Sina was successful)in this story 

because she was tama’ita’i of high standing. Daughters of high ranking chiefs in the village 

represent an elite group with all social, religious and cultural advantages determined by their 

birthrights. They are the only ones, like manaia, that have escorts accompanying them 

wherever they go. And these escorts are aualuma, who are the groomers and servers of 

taupou and sa’otama’ita’i. In the story, even though it is not given, it is surely the hard-

working tama’ita’i that completed the thatching of the roof successfully, on Sina’s behalf. 

The story about Sina is the story of tama’ita’i of noble blood and not a reality for the majority 

of ordinary tama’ita’i. Her determination to do as she wishes was possible because of her 

privileged status. She would have suffered the consequences of her actions if she was 

tama’ita’i of lower or no ranking. Nevertheless, the proverb e au le ina’ilau a tama’ita’i 

implies a work ethic whereby, when tama’ita’i work collaboratively as a team, they will 

completely fulfil their given tasks on time with determination and dedication in comparison 

to the menfolk. In other words, the legacy of tama’ita’i as high achievers is due to the totality 

of their commitment to be effective and efficient in completing given tasks. The key phrase 

here is ‘achievement accomplished when an opportunity is given.’ And this is an affirmative 

encouragement for tama’ita’i always to strive for the best whenever there is an available 

opportunity to act. This also means having the bravery to take a stance against decisions that 

are unjust and gender-biased even if it meant challenging the established authority. 

The brief exposition of the proverb bespeaks its significances in the orientation of tagata’aga 

o le tama’ita’i. There are numerous versions and applications of this saying speaking 

favourably of tama’ita’i of days bygone and today. Although, these are rare cases of a few 

token women, the message conveys a tone of encouragement that even the majority of 

ordinary women can make change and act for change if they take the risk to speak out in 

confidence against injustices. As represented by Sina in the legend, aristocratic women’s 

roles are like those of their fathers especially the paramount chiefs. They speak and act with 

authority.  

Sina’s catalysing style of leadership is indicative of the nature of the aristocratic tama’ita’i. 

They can speak freely, stand up for themselves publically, and they are not hesitant to pose 
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challenges as in the story. Her response to Lilomaiava, in the story above, was indirectly a 

challenge from aualuma to show that tama’ita’i can accomplish anything and overcome any 

challenge coming their way, regardless. In a way, aualuma are the catalyst leaders, rolling the 

wheels of fa’amatai system. All tama’ita’i play a central role within their own immediate and 

extended family, albeit not with the same ranking. In reality, even though “sisters were 

accorded more honour than their brothers in āiga, yet because of tama’ita’i normally married 

and resided outside their own nu’u, they exercised less day-to-day authority in the affairs of 

their āiga.”15 The fact remains that the majority of them are made to believe, and to continue 

believing, that their utmost priority and their God-given role is as wives and mothers.  

 It is problematic when tama’ita’i are coerced and socialised to think that they can only be 

child bearers and family carers. This is the platform on which this work is situated. There are 

tama’ita’i who do not see themselves primarily as just mothers and bound to mothering roles. 

They also want to utilise their gifts and leadership qualities like their menfolk. In claiming 

this, they have been accused by many of wanting to be western feminists and for tarnishing 

the image of the good docile tama’ita’i. The narratives told so far substantiates that there is 

nothing un-Samoan about tama’ita’i in leadership roles. The core “implications of this 

proverb are that women will turn their hands successfully to any task that must be done, and 

will work hard until the task is completed.”16 

A once-upon-a-time living narrative, “E au le ‘ina’ila’u a tamaita’i” continues to be re-told 

inter-generationally to remind that tama’ita’i are leaders in their own right. Tama’ita’i 

showing abilities of taking charge of the platform for their own destiny is not unusual for 

Samoa. This is even more appealing, especially in situations where tama’ita’i work in teams 

and network to accomplish a task. Sina in the story is not an individual but a collective self-

representation of aualuma and the guiding principles of nu’u o tama’ita’i. The proverb is 

very symbolic of nu’u o tama’ita’i team-work at its best. “This collective power of nu’u o 

tama’ita’i when utilised properly can be an instrument for the betterment of society, and 

especially for the empowerment of women.”17 The following selected narratives about ancient 

Sāmoan matriarchs are a testimony to the fact that even individual tama’ita’i can be and are 

empowered to become leaders. The underlying questions however are, why must tama’ita’i 

                                                 

15 Meleisea, The Making of Modern Samoa, 19. 
16 Fairbairn-Dunlop,Tamai’ta’i Samoa,1. 
17 Meleisea,The Making of Modern Samoa,7. 
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wait to be given an opportunity, as in the thatching of the roof story? Why must they wait for 

an invitation before they act? What does this mean for those who opt to take a different path, 

other than through the collective team approach? 

It is good that there are avenues within the existing system for tama’ita’i to act collectively 

with a voice. And this is where formal western education has become a tool where the 

educated marginalised women can act and speak out without fear. Still, this voice is 

hierarchical in nature and is primarily dependent on the actions of tama’ita’i with high status. 

The tables were turned when the unlikely prospect of tama’ita’i becoming leaders was 

realised. More tables can be turned today so that all tama’ita’i regardless of their status are 

included in alofi sā or sacred circle. Opportunities ought to be available for everyone. Taking 

risks is necessary to implement appropriate changes. Even if the socio-religious sacred circle 

is off limit, there is no limit to the creation of more sacred circles outside in malae (open 

ground) as the divine and divinity is also present at any place and at every place. 

Talanoaga on Nafanua Shaping Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i Sāmoa 

Sāmoans continue to take pride in re-telling and re-citing the story of Nanā-ile-Fanua shorten 

to Nafanua, to showcase the fact that there were already tama’ita’i leaders in pre-contact 

times.18 Hers is like a modern celebrity’s “rags to riches” story.19 In my retelling, she is 

presented as a tama’ita’i who “‘rose from shame to fame.’”Nafanua is the daughter of 

Tilafaigā, the Siamese twin sister of Taemā. They are recognised by Samoa as the “goddesses 

of tattooing.”20 

 Tilafaigā was in an incestuous relationship with her paternal uncle, ali’i and chief of 

Pulotu.21 She gave birth to an alu’alutoto, (blood clot) which she hid in the land out of 

shame.22 Her aquatic humanoid husband and uncle Saveasiuleo searched for the blood clot, 

                                                 

18 Story relayed by the late Filemoni Tuigamala who recognised especially within the church as one of the 
gurus of Samoan/Contextual Theology. Note that his versions are in-line with what is told by other Samoans. 
19 Two slightly differently version on the myth about Nafanua, her mother Tilafaiga and her twin sister Taema 
are available in C. Stübel Myths and legends of Samoa: Tala o le Vavau, trans. Brother Herman (Wellington, 
Reed 1976), 38-53. 
20 Nafanua’s mother and her twin sister Taemā shaped (his)story for the whole of Samoa during their time. 
They are credited as the matriarchs who brought the art of tattooing to Samoa.  
21 Pulotu, the land of the Blest, is the heaven of ancient Samoa for the High Chiefs. 
22 Incestuous relationship was a tapu (taboo) in ancient Samoa and today and it will be dealt with accordingly 
upon confirmation. However, many of the stories of prominent people in ancient Samoa are of those from 
such relationships. The Story of Nafanua is one of them. 
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“brought it out of the land” and cared for it in Pulotu where he resided.23 A female body was 

formed out of alu’alutoto, and she was given a name which references the nature of her birth 

and her becoming human. 

Nafanua grew up in an era when the Sāmoan chiefs and their men were engaged in wars of 

conquest over land and especially over high chiefly titles. The more land gained through 

these conquests, the greater the inheritance and the higher the ranking in chiefly titles for the 

winning families. In Savai’i, the island of Nafanua and her family, Aea i Sasa’e (eastern side) 

and Aea i Sisifo (western side) were competing against each other. High chief Lilomaiava 

from the east side was the chief who was feared the most and punished anyone crossing his 

side by forcing them to climb a coconut tree upside down (head down and feet up). 

Ta’i’i, a relative of Nafanua’s father, was caught and punished by the named chief 

accordingly. He sighed so loud that he was heard in Pulotuby Saveasi’uleo, who then sent his 

daughter to go fight for his liberation and that of their people.24 She was coached well by her 

father on how to use the four weapons she was given to laga le tō’ilalo o Aea i Sisifo (to 

avenge the defeat of the western side and win a victory for them).25 In this warfare Nafanua, 

the blood clot that was hidden in the land, emerged from shame to fame: 

 ...from her hiding place as a fully grown woman possessed of awesome supernatural 

powers and extreme ferocity, Nafanua played a crucial role in the civil wars between 

the districts of eastern and western Savai’i. There is a place there still “the meeting 

ground of shame,” named for the day when the defeated army discovered that the 

fierce warrior leading the victors was female when her cloak blew away, revealing her 

breasts.26 

                                                 

23 There are varying sources on the nature of Tilafaiga’s and her familial connection to Saveasiuleo. Penelope 
Schoeffel presents him as the brother of her mother. Other sources say that he is the older brother of her 
father Ulufanuasesee. This version is in line with Tuigamala as well as, Gatoloaifaana Peseta S. Sio,Tapasā o 
folauga i aso Afā: Compass of Sailing in Storm (Apia: U.S.P Centre, Samoa Printing and Publishing Co, 1984). 
24 Nafanua is hailed by many as the liberator. In her memory, places are named after her, such as the PIPC Hall 
at Avondale, Auckland, New Zealand. Dan Taulapapa Mc Mullin has published Nafanua ([s.l.: CreateSpace, 
2011). 
25 The four weapon are:1)Ta Fesilafa’i shaped like a wide outward facing hook with three to four sharp pointed 
tips. This was to be the main weapon to use at battle all the time; 2) Fa’auli’ulito shaped like a long necked 
bottle; 3) Ulimasao a long stick with a rounded wider round long heart shapedhead; and 4) Fa’amategataua, a 
sharp spearhead with teeth on both sides. 
26 Malama Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa” in 
Voyages and Beaches: Pacific Encounters, 1769-1840, eds. Alex Calder, Jonathan Lamb and Bridget Orr 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1999), 56. 
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Even though she ended up fighting alone, the presence of supernatural beings surrounded 

her.27 The men immediately ceased fighting and surrendered at what is now called Malae o le 

Ma, when her milamila (wrap around cloth) was blown by the wind and her femininity was 

exposed.28 Translated as the Ground of Shame, this place still exists today in remembrance of 

the once great female warrior who singlehandedly defeated an army of men. She was hidden 

in the land out of shame. Yet, she rose victorious as the liberator for the oppressed and the 

voiceless. In those days, to fight and be defeated by tama’ita’i was the most humiliating form 

of shame any Sāmoan male could endure. Nafanua’s victory in setting her people free 

became the beginning of her involvement in inter-district and inter-island fighting. The most 

memorable tribal wars that changed the course and the political situation of ancient Samoa 

were the ones in which Nafanua at one time “...had control over all political authority in 

Samoa”29 and took possession of the four highest paramount chiefly titles of Sāmoa, 

excluding the Manua Islands. Here the concept tafa’ifa was created as a result of Nafanua to 

refer to the one that holds all the four chiefly titles at one time.30 Hence she is perpetually 

saluted as Sāmoa’s war goddess and prophetess.31 

Talatalaga on Nafanua: Shaping Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i 

There is always something refreshingly liberating in the story’s retelling, particularly at this 

time through the lens of tama’ita’i as a feminist. Granted, the narrating of our oral and 

written sacred text and any other text is not free of biases influencing the context in which the 

stories are told, retold and interpreted. Even in my talatalaga or hermeneutic of Nafanua’s 

story, I have selectively narrowed it to trace the way in which the given prominent matriarchs 

shaped the imaging and re-imaging of tama’ita’i. Nafanua’s narrative illustrates the 

                                                 

27 Nafanua had the assistance of a couple named Matuna and Matuna. They were told to stay on their side and 
not cross over to her side when they go to battle. Unfortunately they did not listen and were therefore killed, 
hence the proverb, ‘Ua ola i fanua le la’au a Nafanua,’ Nafanua slaughtered her allies with her own weapon.  
28 Sio, Tapasa o Folauga i Aso Afā, 115. 
29 Meleisea, Making of Modern Samoa, 13. 
30 According to Tuigamala, Nafanua fought and won the tribal wars for Tuiaana, Tuiatua, Gatoaitele and 
Tamasoali’i, the highest ranking papa (paramount chiefly titles) of the island of Upolu in ancient Samoa. In 
return for the victory, Nafanua received the four titles, and was recognised as tafa’ifa, the person to hold all 4 
high chiefly titles at oneeven though she did not want to be officially bestowed as one. She could have but she 
chose to pass it on. For more on Tafa’ifa and Salamasina, see, A Morgan Tuimaleali’fano. O Tama a ‘Aiga: The 
Politics of Succession to Samoa’s Paramount Titles (Suva: The University of the South Pacific, 2006); F Henry 
(Seringer, Herman), Tofa Pula, and Nikolao I Tuiteleleapaga. Samoa: An Early History (Pago Pago; American 
Samoa Department of Education. 2008), 47-52; P Schoeffel “Rank, gender and politics in ancient Samoa: The 
Genealogy of Salamasina, O le Tafaifa,”Journal of Pacific History 22, no. 4. 
31 Note how the winning and taking over of Tafa’ifa titles connects Nafanua to the story of Salamasina that 
follows. 
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interconnectedness in the patterning of the strands in the stories of tama’ita’i, regardless of 

the differences in rank and status. This inter-wovenness is identified through talanoaga with, 

and talatalaga of each narrative in this section. 

Mai i le Nanā-ile-fanua i le Nā-ile-fanua: ImagingThrough the Culture of Shame 

and Honour 

The action of Tilafaigā to nanā-ile-fanua (bury her child in the land), an alu’alutoto in the 

land out of shame, speaks loudly of how strong the culture of shame and honour was then, 

and moreso now, in Sāmoa. Nothing more is said about her, except for the memory of her 

action preserved in the name of her daughter. Only she knew of the trauma she experienced 

and lived through because of that decision. This is a very human emotion that all tama’ita’i 

and ali’i who have succumbed to shame and guilt cultures for the honour and dignity of the 

family name can identify with.  

The narrative is not really about nanā-ile-fanua death experience of the blood clot. It is more 

about the experience of life resurrected out of na-ile-fanua ( the depth of the land).32 This 

clearly indicates that the greatest power is the power within to overcome the barriers and 

obstacles in life. Liberation became a reality because Nafanua was not alone. Out of the depth 

of the land she emerged victoriously to bring liberation for the victims of the culture of 

shame.This is the message of hope that true honour is having the courage to name and not to 

hide the shame and fallenness of the human. The shame associated with her birth did not 

hinder Nafanua from becoming an agent of change. 

Nafanua as‘alu’alutoto, rendered insignificant and a symbol of shame, arose from the depth 

to be the cornerstone of liberation and hope. Liberation is meaningless if it is for a few like 

Nafanua, while the majority of tama’ita’i continue to struggle daily to overcome historical 

and systemic oppression through gender bias, social stigmas, racial undertones and overt 

racism through social-media, media, language and literature. With this hindsight, tama’ita’i 

are now not afraid of standing on the precipice of change. It is theirs to take the validation 

granted by Nafanua that we can break out from bondage and be who we can be. The option is 

ours to either spread out our wings like an eagle and take flight, or remain prisoners in our 

confinement by the status quo. 

                                                 

32 I have interpreted the name Nafanua as “out of the land”instead of “hidden in the land” to go with the 
moral of the story. I have taken the literal meaning of two Samoan words, na (was/out of), and, i-fanua (in/the 
land). 
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Nafanua as Ilāmutu 

Na au le ‘ina’ilau a Nafanua because she was not an ordinary tama’ita’i. She belonged in the 

divine realm as aitu tagata and ilāmutu. In ancient times, the gods with both maleficent 

powers to curse and benevolent powers to bless were classified into two groups. Nafanua’s 

father was of part-human origin, hence her recognition as a female of aitu origin. This made 

her ilāmutu or a part-human tama’ita’i Samoa with divine powers. Once her divinity was 

recognised and acknowledged, her gender did not really matter anymore. Aitu are powerful 

part-human leaders with the extraordinary power and gifts to prophesy and foretell the future. 

Her supernatural-human origincoupled with her divine powers, allowed her to introduce the 

changes to Sāmoa that tama’ita’i of aristocratic or ordinary origin would not have been able 

to achieve. Nafanua was an extraordinary aitu tama’ita’i and a benevolent ilāmutu or 

divinity. 

Nafanua as Prophetess 

Nafanua was not only a skillful warrior, an awe-inspiring ilāmutu, but she was also a 

powerful priestess and prophetess. Her supernatural powers were feared throughout Sāmoa. 

In her role as ilāmutu, Nafanua foresaw and foretold the arrival of a heavenly-led kingdom. 

Legend has it that when Malietoa Fitisemanu heard of malō that Nafanua gave to 

Tama’alelagi at mavaega i le i’u o papa (covenantal agreement), he travelled with high chief 

Su’a to seek a share in her malō. In fact, Samoa salutes Nafanua as the prophet who foresaw 

the arrival of the Christian religion as a malō (heavenly led kingdom) “the concept of malō or 

government was always paramount in the Sāmoan psyche.”33 The story relates that: 

...when Mālietoa Fitisemanu arrived at Falealupo to ask for his share of the 

government, Nāfanua apologised that the “head” of the government had been given... 

and only a tail was left. Nāfanua urged Malietoa to accept it and to wait for a “head” 

to come from heavens. Malietoa Fitisemanu accepted.34 

As told by Nāfanua “fa’atali i lagi se ao o lou malō,” the awaited malō was materially 

manifested in the coming of the Christian missionaries to Sāmoa35 during the reign of 

                                                 

33 Lafita’i Iupati Fuata’i. “E Sui Faiga Ae Tumau Fa’avae: Practices Change but Foundations Remain,” in Changes 
in the Matai System: O Suiga i le Fa’amatai, ed. Asofou So’o (Apia: Centre for Sāmoan Studies, National 
University ofSāmoa, 2007), 174.  
34 Malama Meleisea,& Penelope Schoeffel-Meleisea et al. “Christianity,” in Lagaga: A Short History of Western 
Samoa, eds. Malama Meleisea & Penelope Schoeffel-Meleisea et al(Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies & 
Western Samoa Extension Centre, University of the South Pacific, 1987), 57. 
35 Fuata’i. “E Sui Faiga Ae Tumau Fa’avae,” 174. 
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Malietoa Vainu’upo. The arrival of the London Missionary Society (LMS) in Samoa under 

the leadership of JohnWilliams: 

...was seen as a fulfillment of Nafanua’s prophecy, and Malietoa became a powerful 

patron and sponsor of the Christian church in Samoa.…(B)elieving God’s kingdom 

was at hand, and impressed by the missionaries’ efforts to establish Christian peace, 

he made a will that dispersed the ruling titles back to the districts from which they had 

originated, instead of passing them to his heir along with the certainty of another war 

of succession.36 

This prophecy came about: 

After the chiefs of A’ana departed, Malietoa arrived, to seek a place in the new 

order… Nafanua told him that she had given away the “head” and “body” of the malō 

(sic) and that only the “tail” was left for him, which he was to take with him and await 

a “head” for his malō to come from heaven.37 

In establishing the new political order, “(s)he warned the ali’i of A’ana that although they 

were the leaders of the malō, she would one day come and lead the malō at Ma’auga and 

Nuuausala.”38 “By defying Nafanua’s injunction to be prepared for her arrival, A’ana lost the 

malō and Malietoa gained it.”39 

The fulfillment of Nafanua’s prophecy “e fa’atali i lagi se ao o lona Malō” firmly 

“established Malietoa as the most prominent chief, who, in the minds of Sāmoans had done 

the most rightful decision by having firstly accepted and established Christianity in Sāmoa. 

But among his many chiefly rivals and enemies, some refused to become Christian…”40 It is 

the: 

...Samoans popular belief that there was no discontinuity involved in the mass 

conversion to Christianity that followed Williams’ arrival in 1830. After all, if 

Nafanua had decreed the major political institutions and power structure of Samoa, 

many of which exist today, then could she not have been Jehovah’s prophet?41 

                                                 

36 Malama Meleisea. “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa.” 58. 
37 Malama Meleisea. “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa.” 58. See 
also Gatoloaifa’ana Peseta S. Sio, Tapasa o folauga i aso afa: Compass of Sailing in a Storm (Western Samoa: 
University of the South Pacific Centre, 1984), 110-116. 
38 Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa,” 57. 
39 Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa,” 58. 
40 Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa,” 58. 
41 Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa,” 59. 
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Many even today may find it hard to accept this logic that a Sāmoan prophetess prophesied 

Sāmoa becoming a Christian nation. But in valuing the perspective of the indigenous people, 

the Sāmoans can proudly claim in the words of Malama Meleisea that: 

... it was not foreigners who inspired their religious transformation but Samoa’s own 

gods, who decreed that this must happen, and had undoubtedly inspired the events in 

England that led to the rise of missionary evangelism, as well as the prior history of 

the Christian church, and had ultimately guided John Williams to fulfil their 

purpose.42 

She was so powerful that she “became the national goddess and Tonumaipe’a was her 

prophet. The Nafanua religion became so ingrained in the national psyche that, from John 

Williams to the present day, Christians deliberately integrate the Christian message with the 

Nafanua legend.”43 In sum, she was the warrior goddess whom every high chief sought and 

wanted to fight on their side, and the leader in her own right no one dared to challenge. She 

rose as a self-made leader to lead Sāmoa through tribal warfare, and her legacy continued was 

later interwoven into the Salamasina life story.44 

Nafanua an Heir of her Father (Patriarchy) 

Despite the fact that Nafanua possessed supernatural powers, she was first and foremost her 

father’s heir, inheriting his patriarchal power. He had an undeniable influence on who and 

what she became, beginning with the nature of her birth, then her becoming a living being, 

and then by mentoring her on the art and skills required to out-power any opponent. He 

taught her how to fight, how to think, and how to act and how to look like a man in tribal 

warfare. Nafanua was raised without any gender-specific boundaries. She was creatively 

reinterpreting the performative aspect of her sex, which is its conventional or traditional set 

of gender roles.  

The success she achieved was due to the concealment of her true identity. And in action, no 

one fathomed that she was tama’ita’i clothed in the armour of men participating in their war 

games. This is often the experience of the few women that are successful in the hierarchical 

social ladder and a typical character associated with high chiefly women. Either they have no 

                                                 

42 Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa,” 59. 
43 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi “The Riddle in Samoan History: The Relevance of language, Names, 
Honorifics, Genealogy, Ritual and Chant to Historical Analysis,” in Su’esu’e Manogi: In Search of Fragrance and 
the Samoan Indigenous Reference (Samoa: Centre for Samoan Studies, National University of Samoa, 2008). 
44 Malama Meleisea citingTaisi O.f. Nelson, “Legends of Samoa,” Journal of the Polynesian Society 34: 124-145. 
See also “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa,” 55. 
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choice but to accept the given responsibilities with patriarchal wrappings, or they are too 

comfortable in their given role with the patriarchal system. Others are consciously or 

unconsciously made to think and behave like their male colleagues. Many in high positions 

become advocates of the very patriarchal values that often entrap women. Once Nafanua’s 

female identity was revealed, it did not matter that she was tama’ita’i. Her actions as a person 

spoke louder than the gender biases attached to the feminine.  

As a result, she is remembered as one of the greatest matriarchs of Sāmoa. She shaped for 

tama’ita’i an imaging that defines them as equal leaders with men. No one must tolerate 

being told today that tama’ita’i cannot be leaders because females were born to be foremost 

mothers. Nafanua demonstrated that she did not need the power of her fa’a’autagata (womb) 

to sire heirs to determine a place and space in this story. She was a rightful heir in the 

patriarchal system of her time by using her privileged position well to turn the Samoan world 

around. Having the power to make changes, she created an inclusive tafa’ifā regime, which 

gave both female (Gatoa’itele and Vatamasoa’ali’i) and male (Tuia’ana and Tuiatua) pāpā 

(paramount chiefly title) to share equally in power and authority. Interestingly this was 

accomplished without any objection or protest from any of Samoa’s leading chiefs of the 

time. Tama’ita’i today in whatever leadership position they hold, can be the generating 

agents bringing about similar changes, especially within the church. This leads us to the 

following section which details Salamasina and the tafa’ifā government. Note that the 

establishment of the tafaifa de-centralised Manua from being the seat of government for all of 

the Samoa islands in indigenous Samoa.  

Talanoaga on Salamasina: Shaping Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i 

Salamasina, in brief, is the daughter of Tui A’ana Tamaalelagi (sacred chief of Aana district) 

and Vaitoeifaga (from Tongan and Samoan royal lineages and spelt differently in different 

sources). Salamasina modelled a leadership style that differed greatly from the war goddess 

Nafanua. The great shift of Sāmoa’s religious and political leadership, as Malama Meleisea, 

for one, states, is entirely premised on the potential emergence of Salamasina to authority and 

power. Accordingly, “…the modern era of Samoan politics began …with Salamasina, a 

chiefly woman who lived in approximately the sixteenth century.”45 

                                                 

45 Meleisea, “The Making of Modern Samoa,” 13. 
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This era also marked “a shift in the focus of chiefly rank from Manu’a to the western islands 

of Samoa.”46 Salamasina’s story and legacy are incomplete without Nafanua, the genius who 

masterminded the creation of the tafa’ifā regime. The development of this regime began 

gradually when Nafanua’s help was sought by high chiefs from all Sāmoa after she 

victoriously liberated her people from oppression. One of these high chiefs was Salamasina’s 

father Tama’alelagi. Through the mediation of his cousin So’oa’emalelagi Salevalasi, 

Nafanua agreed to assist in the fight against his opponent over the Tui A’ana title. An 

agreement was made that, should Nafanua win the war, she would take the Tui A’ana pāpā, 

(title) and Tama’alelagi would lead a government that would be established in Leulumoega as 

I’u ma Pāpā.47 

They won the war and Nafanua took Tui A’ana title while Tama’alelagi had only the 

sovereignty that connected him to the title. Tui A’ana family’s strongest political alliance was 

Nafanua and her chief priests or spokespersons Tupa’i, Tauili’ili and Auva’a, who fought the 

wars under her directions. Salamasina’s biological father Tama’alelagi was from a noble 

chiefly family.48 He was believed to be a very handsome man and traditions relate that the: 

Facilitation of marriages amongst paramount lineages was a major means of 

promoting political, economic and social activities. Tuia’ana Tamalelagi, the father of 

Salamasina, was reputed to have married ten times with his last marriage being his 

union to Vaitoeifaga, the daughter of a Tongan ruler, from whom he sired 

Salamasina.49 

Her mother Vaitoeifaga, on the other hand, was a beautiful young woman and the child of 

Taupoimasina, the daughter of a Sāmoan high chief named Muliagatele Lefono of Amoa and 

Kau’ulufonua II, the king of Tonga.50 Her royal and high chiefly bloodline made her the wife 

with the highest rank and status. Her child Salamasina was thus the first in line to the 

inheritance of the Tui A’ana title. This attracted the jealousy and animosity from the other 

wives. 

                                                 

46 Meleisea, “The Making of Modern Samoa,” 11. 
47 Nafanua’s abode was at pāpā at Falealupo, Savai’i. So it could mean that pāpā of the Tui A’ana was with 
Nafanua and the government establishef at Leulumoega as I’u o Pāpā is a reminder of the deal made. The 
commonly understood meaning is that Nafanua made a promise that pāpā will be returned one day back to its 
rightful place. The establishment of the I’u o Pāpā government is the seal for this agreement. 
48 Tama’alelagi was the son of Vaetamasoali’i, the daughter of Sanalala and Gatoa’itele, the other paramount 
chief of Samoa at the time. His father Tuia’ana Tagaloa Selaginatō was the paramount chief of A’ana. Through 
his parents, he was already the direct descendants of the three paramount titles of Vaetamaso’aali’i, 
Gatoa’itele and Tuia’ana. 
49 Vaai, Samoa Fa’amatai and the Rule of Law, 32. 
50 Gatoloaifaana Peseta S. Sio gives Tuitonga Fakaulufonua as the father of Vaeulatoifaga.  
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In pre-contact days, “(t)he institution of marriage was the primary mechanism in ancient 

Samoa for concentrating chiefly rank and forming political alliances. Great chiefs… sought 

to marry as many women of aristocratic pedigree from powerful polities as could be found.”51 

Central to these multiple unions were “the political and social benefits that flow from 

affiliations with other paramount lineages and increased allegiances and alliances in times of 

war were much valued.”52 Included in these arrangements were the “gains and increase in 

wealth through... cultural exchange that accompany matrimonies have significant economic 

and distributive implications.”53 The duration of these types of union “were usually of a 

temporary nature, with the object of producing a child from the union. The children ...usually 

grew up with their mother’s people and were the heirs-apparent ...of their fathers, and often 

heirs ...of their mother’s fathers or brothers.” Often, fratricidal wars erupted between heirs 

and their supporters in order to contest the title or titles in question.54 ‘Like dynastic 

polygynous marriage, warfare was integral to the political order of ancient Samoa.”55 

Tama’alelagi’s attractive trademarks, especially with women, were his noble status and his 

tatau, a Samoan bodily tattoo. He was believed to be the first ever Sāmoan man to be 

tattooed. The completion of his tatau was celebrated in a big pōula,56 a celebratory dance, 

which concluded with sexual activities with women. Since then it became mandatory for 

untitled men serving the chiefly council in formal ceremonies to have a tattoo. It then became 

a practice that men were tattooed and pōula was always held after to celebrate the young 

men’s bravery.57 In those days, chiefs were polygynists and the Sāmoan chiefly system 

sanctioned polygyny as a means of upholding the hierarchy and superiority of chiefly titles. 

Problems do arise in such circumstances, as was the case with Salamasina’s mother. Feeling 

threatened by the other wives, as well as feeling neglected and ignored byTama’alelagi, 

Vaitoeifaga fled for her safety, leaving her daughter in the care of Levālasi So’oaemalelagi, 

the first cousin of her husband, who moved to live with them. Pōula celebration, on the other 

hand, was questioned and tabooed years later by the missionaries because of sexual 

promiscuity associated with it. It was considered an act of sexual exploitation of women. 

                                                 

51 Meleiseā, “To Whom Gods and Men crowded,” 27. 
52 Vaai, Samoa Fa’amatai and the Rule of Law, 32. 
53 Vaai, Samoa Fa’amatai and the Rule of Law, 32. 
54 Meleiseā, “To Whom Gods and Men Crowded,” 27. 
55 Meleiseā, “To Whom Gods and Men Crowded,” 27. 
56 Poula was prohibited by the missionaries who saw the dance as the sexualisation of women.  
57 Nowadays it is no longer enforced that a young man serving in the council meetings must have tatau. But 
preference is still given to them to serve in fono, over the non-tattooed men.  
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Salamasina: Leader of Tafa’ifā Government 

After Nafanua’s takeover of Tui A’ana title, Salamasina’s family kept a strong connection 

with Nafanua way before she was born. The strongest connection was through the brother-

sister sacred relationship of Salevālasi and Tauili’ili, who was one of the two of Nafanua’s 

right-hand men and prophets. Nafanua initally wanted to make Levālasi, Tafa’ifā. Both 

Lāfai58 and Henry59 confirmed that the Tonumaipea family through Nafanua chose to confer 

tafa’ifā on Levālasi, also known as So’oa’emalelagi, because of her aristocratic ancestry and 

rank.60 She was not only connected to the four paramount titles by blood, but she was also the 

principal wife of the late Tui Atua Māta’utia, the powerful paramount chief of Atua who was 

also her cousin. 

The bestowal of the four pāpā titles on one person was not originally part of fa’asāmoa. 

When one person holds all four pāpā or paramount chiefly titles, they are called tafa’ifā.61 

Tafa’ifā was established as a new political order that solidified and recognised the 

paramountcy of Tui A’ana, Tui Atua, Gatoaitele, and Tamasoali’i titles as the holder of the 

four high chiefly titles of Sāmoa.62 The Tui Atua and the Tui Ā’ana titles were pāpā tama 

(male) while the other two titles were pāpā tama’ita’i (female) and principally named after 

Vaetamasoāli’i, the aunt of Salevalasi and the grandmother of Salamasina, and Gatoa’itele, 

the grandaunt of both.63 In sum, the establishment of the original tafa’ifā was indeed “gender 

balance” and both Salamasina and Salevalasi were direct heirs of the four titles. 

Salamasina was adopted, like her father. It was the common practice in those days, especially 

in families of high ranking chiefs, that brothers and sisters or close relatives adopted each 

others’ children. Like the so-called logic of the polygyny system discussed briefly above, 

adoption within the family ensured the continuity of the family gafa (genealogy) of the high 

                                                 

58 See S.F.S.A. Lafai, O le Mavaega i le Tai (Apia: Maua Printing Press, 1988), 178. 
59 See F. Henry, Sāmoa: An Early History (PagoPago: American Samoa Department of Education, 1980), 103. 
60 So’o, Democracy and Custom in Sāmoa, 6. According to the late Filemoni Tuigamala there were four pāpā or 
paramount chiefly titles that governed Samoa in pre-contact times. Each pāpā had two tafa’i or matai (titles) 
that sit on both side of the paramount pāpā holder during the conferral of pāpā title and are in attendance in 
ceremonial rituals. Salamasina was the first ever to hold these four paramount titles, with accompanying four 
sets of tafa’i at one time. The logic of this institution is that tafa’ifa “become the central point around which all 
the people associate with pāpā titles unit. 
61 David Riley, Samoan Heroes (China: Midas Printing International, 2015), 21. 
62  See Malama Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa.” 
63 So’o, Democracy and Custom in Sāmoa, 5.  
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ranking aristocrats. Salamasina was raised by her paternal aunt So’oaemalelagi as her own 

child. It was on this tama’ita’i that she asked the Tonumaipe’a family to bestow the honour 

of tafa’ifā, instead of her.64 These four pāpā titles are “associated with an aristocratic lineage 

originating in approximately in the 16th century.”65 This notion is confirmed by Malama 

Meleisea: 

...(t)he apparent pre-eminence of orator groups in Samoan national affairs,… appears 

to have had its origin in the new order in Samoan political organisation that began in 

about 1600, in the time of Salamasina. She was the first to hold the four titles to be 

designated O le tafa’ifa and thus the first in a line of tupu that ended in the nineteenth 

century.66 

Regardless of the nature of the appointment of Salamasina, something good happened for 

Sāmoa, as “traditions recorded in the nineteenth century... agree that political unity in the 

form of a nationally recognized, central locus of paramount rank, if not political authority, 

was first established in the lifetime of Salamasina...”67 

Salamasina was not only crowned tafa’ifā, she was also betrothed at a very young age to be 

the wife of Tonumaipe‘a Tapumanaia. In accordance with fa’asāmoa, this arrangement aimed 

not only to strengthen the already formed allegiance and strong political alliance, but also to 

solidify the influence and chiefly blood connections. Salevālasi and Nafanua both had the 

upperhand in securing the continuation of both their family’s lineage through this marriage 

arrangement. The decision of these matriarchs indirectly ceased tribal infighting in ancient 

Sāmoa for a long time.  

In the case of Salamasina, she was the best candidate and the most qualified heir – with the 

exception of her adoptive mother – according to her genealogical connections to the 

aristocratic lines of Sāmoa. By becoming tafa’ifā, Salamasina connected the whole of Sāmoa 

as one family through blood and chiefly title lineages. Everyone of Sāmoan ancestry was 

literally related to her and lived peacefully and in harmony with each other under her reign. 

Salamasina held the “four vastly superior titles... and for the first time all the Samoa Islands 

had an effective ruler... Today all the important chiefly genealogies can be traced to her.”68 

                                                 

64 So’o, Democracy and Custom in Sāmoa, 6. 
65 So’o, Democracy and Custom in Sāmoa, 4. 
66 Meleiseā, “To Whom Gods and Men Crowded,” 24-5 
67 Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy,” 56. 
68 Lay, Murrow, and Meleisea, “Samoa,” 43. 
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Salamasina may not have had a say in her becoming tafa’ifā, but she did make a choice for 

her own life when she followed the choice of her heart. She fell in love with Alapepe, an 

untitled young man from a so-called insignificant family of low standing.69 Knowing fully 

well that she was bethrothed to become the wife of Tonuma’ipea Tapumanaia, she secretly 

continued her relationship with her lover, and their love affair culminated in the conception 

of their love child. So’oaemalelagi knew of the affair and the pregnancy, so she immediately 

arranged for the arranged wedding to take place. And when Salamasina gave birth to her 

daughter with Alapepe, her husband raised the child as his own, and showed no ill-feelings 

towards his wife or her child. She was named Lupefofoaivaoese, which means a child 

conceived by a foreign seed and in the forest of pigeon-catching. Later, Salamasina finally 

had a son with Tapumanaia, and he was named after his father. In this awaited heirs: 

...vein ran the blood of the four great families of Upolu plus that of the powerful 

Tonumaipe’a clan of Savai’i, soldiers of the famous war goddess Nafanua. To 

everyone’s delight the baby was a boy. Seldom in history has one little child managed 

to consolidate so much dignity in one small frame.70 

Salamasina then committed an unforgivable act when she allowed herself to be deflowered 

disgracefully outside of marriage by a man beneath her status. According to the ancient 

tradition, she dishonoured herself and brought shame upon her family, her husband-to-be and 

the whole of Samoa. Afterall, she was not only their highest chief, but she was also their 

blood relative. Yet she was neither personally punished nor outcast for following the passion 

of her heart.  

Alapepe, on the other hand, did pay the price for their love affair with his life. His death was 

the greatest punishment she had to endure and Salamasina mourned his loss forever. She 

divorced her husband and lived with her children till her last moment. It is recorded that 

Alapepe, the simple ordinary untitled man, was Salamasina’s one and only true love and she 

had a tender place in her heart for Fofoaivaoese, her love-child with him. As a leader though, 

she kept and maintained peace in Sāmoa for the duration of her reign and until her death. This 

sentiment is also echoed by Fay C. Alailima who writes that Salamasina “was the first person 

                                                 

69 Kraemer records that Alapepe was sent to live with Salamasina’s mother in Tonga to protect him. But he was 
eventually killed by men who were suspected to have been sent by Tonumaipea’s family as a revenge for 
impregnating his then fiancé. Not much historical record is available of how both families handled the scandal 
of tafa’ifā carrying a child out of wedlock. It is only known, as given in the previous chapter, that chastity is a 
virtue that high chiefly women must uphold. 
70 Calkins, My Samoan Chief. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1962), 77. 
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in the history of Samoa to collect all four ruling titles in her own person. She was Samoa’s 

first and most famous Queen (sic). During the sixty years of her reign, the island enjoyed a 

blessed respite from almost constant civil wars.”71 

Talatalaga on Salamasina: Shaping the Imaging of Tama’ita’i 

Na au le inailau a Salamasina (Salamasina became the successful and first peaceful leader) 

because of the combined royal blood that ran through her veins. Sāmoan aristocratic children 

were considered divine. Salamasina was an extraordinary aristocrat. She was the best breed 

of royalty Sāmoa had. And at that particular time in the story of Sāmoa, she was the best 

choice to rule. Everyone was related and connected to her through blood relations, so every 

one wanted the best for her. As a result, the record shows that the duration of Salamasina’s 

reign was the most peaceful time in the lives of Samoans.  

This peaceful period was not solely due to Salamasina’s wisdom, or those that mentored her. 

It was because the rivalling families were united as one in blood through Salamasina, that 

fa’asāmoa functioned normally as a democratic system without any oppositions. There was 

no longer any need for rivalry and inter-tribal fighting. The whole of Sāmoa was one big 

aiga, where each individual played his or her role in accordance with Sāmoa’s sociometric 

wheel as indicated in the previous chapter. In and through Salamasina’s reign, fa’amatai and 

fa’asāmoa functioned with one accord and for the good of all. 

Salamasina surely was not a saint. But she knew of her power and used it wisely. She took 

the risk when she used her authority as a high-standing woman to semagafa (select the man to 

sire her a child) with her untitled lover. She broke the hierarchical barrier that divided people 

into ranks. Favour was also with her because her children’s status is determined by her 

familial ties and not so much of her lover. Both her daughter Fofoaivaoese with Alapepe, her 

son Tapumanaia and his younger siblings, with her husband, were heirs of tafa’ifā titles.  

This is the strength of the ancient fa’asāmoa. When there is a child involved, forgiveness is 

granted without any condition, and s/he is welcomed. Illegitimate or not, male or female, all 

children are heirs of their parent’s family titles. Selection of an heir was not based on a male 

primogeniture. Instead, it was based on a system of inheritance in which any well-qualified 

son or daughter could be an heir. Salamasina is a grand example of this system. Her mother 

                                                 

71Calkins, My Samoan Chief, 77-8. 
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was the last wife, and she was Tama’alelagi’s youngest child, and she was the most eligible 

heir out of all his children. Her female gender was not an issue at all. Heirs are chosen 

according to the thickness of the aristocratic blood, especially for chiefly families of high 

standing.  

It is inevitable that the most valuable treasure Salamasina had was her to’alafa’a’autama. She 

probably did not know this at the time but her adopted mother did. It was the power of the 

to’ala fanau to sire the heir that bound the four paramount titles as one that differentiated the 

strength of Salamasina’s chiefly blood from that of Levalasi. By right the latter was the more 

qualified heir of tafa’ifā, but her biological clock was against her. So she chose the younger 

version of her to be the carrier of Sāmoa’s first royal prince/ss. With wisdom, Salevalasi co-

crafted with Nafanua the most artful creation of a peaceful leadership prompted by tafa’ifā. 

And with establishment of the tafaifa regime, the government of indigenous Sāmoa was de-

centralised from Manua. The western islands of Sāmoa (Tutuila, Upolu, Savai’i, Manono & 

Apolima) from here on was ruled by tafaifa until the arrival and the acceptance of 

Christianity. Tuimanua, on the other hand, remained the highest ranking chief of indigenous 

Samoa until the death of Tuimanua Elisara., who declared that the power of Tuimanua shall 

no longer be above that of the Christian God.  

Talatalaga o So’oa’emalelagi: Shaping the Imaging of Tama’ita’i 

She was an aristocrat who lived comfortably within and without the parameters of fa’amatai 

both as tama’ita’i in her role as feagaiga, tama sā, and ilāmutu of her brother Tauiliili and 

her first cousin Tama’alelagi. The same recognition is also being given to her as faletua of a 

paramount chief. These three distinct but interconnected roles gave her the power to bless and 

curse. In her role as tama’ita’i of high status, she had the influence and power to make 

changes without fearing objections from the menfolk. In fact, once a tama’ita’i exercised her 

power to veto a decision of the family it was usually the final decision. Any challenge to her 

decision might have grave consequences for the brothers and their children for life if 

atonement was not sought. 

So’oa’emalelagi’s mother Leatougauga was the sister of Vaetamasoa, the mother of 

Tama’alelagi.72 Her father Tonumaipea Sauoaiga of Satupaitea hailed from the Tonumaipea 

                                                 

72 Augustin Kraemer, Salamasina Scenes from Ancient Samoan Culture and History, trans. Brother Herman 
(Pago Pago, American Samoa: The Association of the Marist Brothers’ Old Boys, 1958), 13. 
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family, an important clan name in Savai’i and a descendant of Nafanua’s father Saveasiuleo. 

Her mother left her father shortly after she was born because of his violent behaviour and 

cannibalistic appetite. At birth she was honoured with the taupou title Levalasi.73 Even 

though Levalasi did not know really her father she knew that she was a descendant of the 

Tonumaipea family and of her relational blood connection to Nafanua. 

She greatly influenced the imaging of tama’ita’i and the paradigmatic shifts in the leadership 

of Sāmoa prior to and during the reign of her adopted daughter Salamasina. From my 

perspective, this makes her the mastermind and mother of ancient Sāmoa. It was her wisdom 

to pass the honour from Nafanua forward to her maternal niece and adopted daughter 

Salamasina, the biological daughter of her first cousin Tama’alelagi, the son of her mother’s 

sister that made the establishment of tafa’ifā government possible.74 The ancestry of the child 

she chose, and who called her mother, combined all the aristocratic lineage of Sāmoa, as well 

as the neighboring islands of Fiji and Tonga.75 And through Salamasina, the first tafa’ifā, and 

Sooa’emalelagi, the adopted mother of tafa’ifa, heirs and descendants of God Tagaloa’alagi, 

was once again united as one family living harmoniously in their homeland Sāmoa. 

Ultimately, all chiefs of Sāmoa are from one ancestor. 

Like Nafanua, there would be no story about Salamasina tafa’ifā, if Levalasi was not 

included. Eventhough So’oaemalelagi appeared insignificant in comparison to Nafanua, 

especially for readers that are not familiar with fa’asāmoa, her contribution in and through 

peaceful negotiations leading to the establishment of tafa’ifā is commendable. Her centrality 

in the whole process emerged when her request to bestow Salamasina as tafa’ifā was 

honoured and carried out. Long before Salamasina, Levalasi was a woman of importance 

because of her blood connection to Tuiatua, Tuiaana, Gatoaitele and Vaetamasoaalii, the four 

main titles. This was the primary reason Leifi and Tautolo had for matching their chief 

Tuiatua Mata’utia with So’o’aemalelagi to be his wife. Leifi reasoned that their chief would 

be first tafa’ifā of Sāmoa if upon becoming his wife, Sooa’emalelagi can use her blood 

                                                 

73 Kraemer, Salamasina, 14. 
74 See also, Malama Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy of a Postmodern Warrior Goddess in Modern Samoa,” 
56. Meleisea paraphrases Augustin Kramer, The Samoa Islands, trans. Theodore E. Verhaaren  vol. 1 (Auckland: 
Polynesian Press, 1995), 13. 
75 Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy,” 13. 
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connection to influence Nafanua to give the four titles to her husband.76 Unfortunately, 

Mata’utia was murdered and his talking chief’s plan did not come through. 

Levalasi’s also known as So’o’aemalelagi did reach the highest level of leadership in Samoa 

through Salamasina. But like the other matriarchs, this path was already determined for her 

through her birthright as an aristocrat. This is a privilege that is not readily available through 

fa’asamoa for the rest of tama’ita’i. Providentially, there is another avenue in which all 

tama’ita’i are celebrated as persons of status. It is within the setting of ‘āiga (family) where 

tuafafine (sister) is metaphorically seen as the pupil of their brother’s eyes. Let us move our 

discussion from tama’ita’i in the village setting or secular-sacred sphere to the family 

environment or private-sacred realm through the talanoaga and talatalaga regarding Fatu. 

Talanoaga on Fatu: Shaping the Imaging of Tama’ita’i 

In exploring the reality of tama’ita’i as feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu within the context of 

the immediate and extended family, the following talanoaga and talatalaga clarify the 

complexities of the brother-sister relationship. Through this narrative about Fatu, clues reveal 

the different processes at work in defining, shaping, and informing tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. 

Let us now turn to the talanoaga of ‘Ua To Fatu i Moana’or Fatu in the depth of the ocean.77 

There lived a couple with their ten sons and their only daughter Fatu. She was her 

brother’s feagaiga. The boys all shared the same name, Tui. For many years, the Tui 

brothers, served and provided for their sister. One day, the parents prepared to go on a 

journey. Prior to leaving, they reminded their sons to continue to care for their sister 

in their absence. Not long after, the brothers got tired of rendering service to Fatu, so 

they got rid of her by throwing her into the depth of moana (ocean).78 

When the parents returned, Fatu was nowhere to be seen in the fale (house). They 

asked their sons, but no one responded. They just gathered in anticipation but had 

done no search. Out of despair, the parents appealed to their Ilāmutu – who informed 

them of what the brothers had done.The parents were instructed on what to do, and 

following exactly as instructed, they went to the ocean. 

                                                 

76 Credit is given to Augustin Kraemer for the information I have briefly summarised in this section. See his 
book Salamasina Scenes from Ancient Samoan Culture and History, trans. Brother Herman (PagoPago, 
American Samoa: The Association of the Marist Brothers’ Old Boys, 1958). 
77 Translated from a Samoan version of the story Filemoni Tuigamala, ‘Ua to Fatu i Moana,” 44. Unpublished 
writings in the possession of the author.  
78 Fatu generally means center, heart, rock. The girl Fatu, the rock, is a living subject that also symbolise her 
centrality and being the heart, soul and backbone of the family. The rocks, soil and the like are, in the Samoan 
worldview, also living things and are just as important. Fatu, meaning “Rock” was cosmically the Rock of 
Samoan ‘āiga. Fatu was the initial fale tautua (house of service). This rendering was reduced over time to 
faletua, to emphasis the wife being placed behind the husband. 
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The couple was out in the deep and they dipped a long stick into the sea-depths. The 

parents found Fatu where they were told to go. They got her out of the depth of the 

ocean and took her home. When they arrived home, Fatu asked her parents, in the 

presence of her brothers, to not put her in her usual place, the centre of the house. 

Instead, place her in between the front house and the back house (kitchen). The 

parents honoured her request. Fatu also told her brothers that her place from then on 

would be in between the fale tele (dwelling house) and the umu kuka (kitchen-service 

house) signifying the rendering of her service to the family and the brothers. 

Whenever they need assistance, she is there to provide service anytime. It is her wish 

that she is placed in the middle of the two houses as the fale tautua (house of 

service).79 

Na au le inailau a Fatu (Fatu accomplished well) because she was the only sister of the 

brothers and was also placed in the centre of her family, well cared for and protected. Fatu 

upon her birth was given an ascribed role as the female child. Before she was literally to-i-le-

moana, (thrown into the deep ocean) Fatu’s positioning in the household was sacralised due 

to her being her brother’s sacred feagaiga. At the same time, she played a more hospitable 

and decorative role of welcoming guests and beautifying the home.  

Fatu’s literal repositioning from the centre of their house into the depth of moana, however, 

was initially an act of vengeance and retaliation by her brothers. It indicates how brothers 

may tire of serving their sister, especially if she does not reciprocate care for her brothers. 

The placement of Fatu outside the centre of the circle, on the one hand, can be seen as the 

liberation of a tama’ita’i from confinement to the domestic realm. Being de-centred, on the 

other hand, can be seen as an invasive way to discredit her covenantal dignity, thus placing 

her in mediating and servile positions. The de-centering of Fatu from within the Sāmoan fale 

to the cosmic centre, in between the houses, defines a new identity and role of tautua or 

service-rendering. Fatu now had the choice of remaining the token tama’ita’i within the 

house or to taking up a more action-oriented role as a service-giver. She transformed the role 

of tama’ita’i to a more active-participating role. 

Analysis of Matriarchy 

While the proverbial saying and narratives discussed are a testimony to the significant 

leadership skills of the Sāmoan foremothers, it is also important that we continue to analyse 

their practicality and applicability in our current contexts. Their narratives are proof that there 

were tama’ita’i leaders in ancient and early modern Sāmoa, even if at a very minimal level. 

                                                 

79 This re-arrangement of Samoan houses by Fatu as fale tele, fale tautua and umu kuka is evident and has 
become the foundational social structure of Samoa even in contemporary times.  
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These augā tama’ita’i (legendary matriarchs) were there because of their status and 

leadership roles in pre-Christian times. In the christianised Sāmoa of today, most women 

have been displaced from their active roles as prophets, as chiefly leaders, and as traditional 

judges of ancient Sāmoa’s religious realm. Today, most tama’ita’i are confined to passive 

roles, particularly in the religious domesticated sphere. The institutional churches of both 

Sāmoa are yet to recognise tama’ita’i in church leadership positions and in clerical ministries. 

So far, there are none at all who are there on their own merits.80 

The narratives of Nafanua and Salamasina have been cited as the basis for what tama’ita’i 

can achieve. On the other hand, Sina in the first proverbial narrative of ‘E au le ina’ilau a 

tama’ita’i’ is quiescent and unnamed in many versions. Even though she is mentioned just by 

name in the version selected and favoured by the author, she is at least identified and named 

as Sina, and she is briefly presented as the main actor in the story. The nature of her refusal to 

submissively accept the proposal for her hand in marriage is to be commended. What binds 

together the stories of the matriarchs discussed above is that they were tama’ita’i in the 

immediate families, extended families and village community.  

In sum, tama’ita’i, as alluded to in an earlier chapter, is similar in meaning and significance 

to the term matai, which connotes “e mata i ai,” or consecrated. Every eye is set on the one 

that is centrally placed. The combination of two words tama and ta’i through the vowel ‘i’, 

designates the time and space of being consecrated or set apart. To reiterate the meanings of 

matai and tama’ita’i, one must note that both concepts commonly share the sense of being set 

apart or consecrated throughout time and space. In the Sāmoan world, the female child is the 

one consecrated throughout time and space. Therefore, all that is connected with the feminine 

is divine, sacred, and, simultaneously, cultural and social. 

The divinity and the sacredness of tama’ita’i stand out in the legacies of the matriarch in 

terms of their leadership, motherhood, and services to Sāmoa. Tama’ita’i in this light are not 

only seen as bearers of heirs and generations, leaders of families and villages, but also as 

mediators and service-providers for the whole community. Paradoxically, in reality, the 

                                                 

80 The Congregational Churches of both Samoa and the Methodist Church of Samoa are slightly different in 
theology but similar in church structures in terms of the involvement of women as leaders in the church. The 
church leadership of the Methodist Church for instance, is structured in a way that the spouses of the male 
church leaders are automatically the leader of the women’s fellowship. The Congregational Churches of both 
Samoa also follow a similar ordering. The Council of the Elders (men) is in reality the decision making body of 
the church. Their spouses make up the Body that makes decisions for the Women’s Fellowship. 
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honoured status and central place of tama’ita’i are experienced and lived differently. Such a 

reality is presented by the narrative of Fatu who, in my view, represents the majority of 

tama’ita’i, who are special in their own family but are valued less in ranking when set in the 

backdrop of fa’amatai. In spite of these setbacks, her sacredness and divinity as tama’ita’i are 

in no way lessened. Her genealogy will connect her origin, though not immediately, to 

aristocratic lineages. In short, regardless of the status of her immediate family, tagata’aga o 

le tama’ita’i in the Sāmoan system is that of privilege and honour.  

What appeals the most about these women is their non-conformity and non-confinement to 

motherhood and wifehood as the only avenues by which tama’ita’i can be a woman. More 

importantly, despite being a few in numbers, tama’ita’i of ancient times did become 

prominent Sāmoana leaders. Tama’ita’i of today in the government, in non-governmental 

organisations, and in the Sāmoan chiefly system are at a very slow pace getting there. Having 

this knowledge as a backdrop will help in understanding the division and the mapping of a 

person’s position within the Sāmoan organisational structure of fa’amatai and especially 

within the church or Christian Sāmoa. 

Summary 

This chapter has been focused on exploring legendary matriarchs of Sāmoa as inspirations 

and models for shaping tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. The explication of these narratives helps 

sketch the points of reference for tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i as construed by cultural, political, 

economic and religious discourses. First, it is contended that tagata’aga is a religio-cultural 

entity that is biologically, generationally and socially shaped. 81  Informed by religious and 

cultural values and moral principles, and sanctioned by a collective ethos of a community, 

tagata’aga is expressive of one’s generic and genetic make-up in terms of biological 

instincts, physical structures, and innate characters. 

Again it is important to note that the matriarchs cited are not only extraordinary figures; their 

origin and personhood stood out from the normal and ordinary. They are historical figures 

that changed and affect changes because of the choices they made and the risks they took. 

This is the aspect in the stories that is valued and encouraging. The proverb used “E au le 

ina’ilau a tama’ita’i” is not a description of the ‘aga (being, selfhood) as tama’ita’i, rather, 

                                                 

81 Reference is made here to the non-dualistic nature of the Samoan indigenous religion whereby religion is 
not separated from culture. One is the vehicle of the other and vice-versa. 



Chapter 4 

 

154 

 

as aga. It is a story in a nutshell of what the tama’ita’i have done, and can cooperatively 

achieve. On the flip side, the story of Leleisi’uao and Sina is a story of shame for the men. It 

strongly discredits the ability of men to complete their work in a timely manner. 

The story of Nafanua on the other hand is definitely a story of a woman and about the bravery 

of a tama’ita’i. But this bravery was first and foremost due to the extraordinariness in her 

“being.” From a clot she broke through the realm of humankind and became an ever-living 

historical story of hope for and of humankind. A by-product of an incestuous relationship and 

shame rose and became a heroine. She altered the history and herstory of Sāmoa forever. 

Nafanua appeared in the right time and right space to secure her place as the liberator of 

Sāmoa. If she had been an ordinary tama’ita’i, it would have been a different story with a 

different outcome. Yet, even ordinary tama’ita’i can make extraordinary changes. It is 

important to recognise also that her transfer of ‘tafa’ifa’ had a bearing in the circle and cycle 

of the entire story of pāpā and mamalu. The pāpā and mamalu that were tied to the tafa’ifā 

title where later transferred by Malietoa Vainuupo to the missionaries, making the 

messengers of God the Ao o fa’alupega (the highest form of greeting and of cultural honour). 

The prophecy of Nafanua to Malietoa to await se ao o lou Mālō to come from heaven 

culminated in the acceptance of Christianity. In this context, Malietoa and Tuimanua Elisara 

rightly honoured God and those working for God the address of ao o fa’alupega.  

Salamasina will always be the one and only history-making “being” that can neither be 

duplicated nor be repeated. Her story brought peace and maintained peace, as no one wanted 

to go back to a life of tribal warfare. Peace was achieved during her reign and peace 

throughout was promoted after her reign. Not much is said about her aga in siring a love 

child out of marriage, which was not acceptable for a woman of her calibre. Nor is alot said 

about her ‘aga as a leader except for the fact that she held the ao o pāpā and mamalu for 

Samoa and governed Samoa through a peaceful time. Her rise to power was not so much of 

her ‘aga, not so much because of who she was but rather “whose she was”. Her social, 

cultural and religious make up provided the platform for placement as the Ao of Sāmoa as the 

first ever tafa’ifā. She was already placed inside the hierarchy of the sociometric wheel. Her 

self-hood as a tama’ita’i Sāmoa was already ascribed through her birth as an aristocrat. This 

protected her from suffering the consequences of her aga when she broke the taboo of purity 

and sacredness.  
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The story of Fatu is a story of interest. This is a good example of the unequal dimension of 

the highly-espoused notion of feagaiga as equal. Her choice to be re-located and de-centred 

to a position of mediation and service freed her in a way from confinement to the house and 

brought balance to the un-even-ness in responsibilities. The throwing of Fatu into the moana 

can be considered the brother’s retaliation or act of protest at their role as the continuous 

provider and protector for their sister. Something liberating was born out of it. Their feagaiga 

as brother-sister was from then on kept at an equilibrium. It became a relational bond of 

reciprocal service-hood (equally serve one another as siblings) and not servant-hood (sisters 

to be served). 

As explicated above, the matriarchs passionately lived and ushered in inter-generational 

inspirations by upholding the religio-cultural values, moral principles, ethos, traditions, and 

customs that helped sustain their “self-imaging,” and as models of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i 

for the later generations. Cultural and religious traditions and practices underwent 

modifications in the historical process, whereby tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i or any human-

being within specific cultural contexts underwent changes and modifications. However, the 

legacies of Samoan matriarchs firmly established the foundation for later generations. Their 

tala and talatalaga of their deeds speak volumes of why Samoa as one ‘āiga is upheld and 

sustained till today. They are fa’a’autama o gafa paia or progenitors of sacred genealogies of 

Samoana’s divine heritage for a time in memory.  

The matriarchal legacies and the historical imprints of their profound wisdom, deeds, and 

religious engagements continue to live on. Indeed, they prayerfully looked beyond the 

horizons and dreamed for a peaceful and prosperous Sāmoa as one ‘āiga. They even 

envisioned another form of kinship and “kin-dom” for the heirs of Tagaloa’alagi in that the 

generations born of their wombs would continue to consolidate and sustain Sāmoa as ‘āiga 

nurtured and nourished by peaceful and harmonious relational bondings. This leads us to the 

next chapter on tagata’aga o tama’ita’i and Christianity, the newly awaited and established 

Mālō (religion) that tama’ita’i ilāmutu o Nafanua predicted its eternal and heavenly 

descension. 
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Chapter 5 Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i ma le Fa’akerisiano: Imaging 

of Women and Christianity in Sāmoa 
 

Introduction 

No other winds of major and durable changes, for better or worse, can be compared to 

Christianization and colonization.1 These are the major historical determinants that most 

impacted and altered the ways of life of the receiving cultures and communities in the early 

nineteenth century. Apart from colonization, the reception of Christianity and its gospel 

message inspired drastic and lasting changes in fa’asāmoa. Specifically, these changes have 

had both affirmative and discouraging impacts on tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. 

This chapter identifies religious or theological, social, economic and cultural factors that have 

had enormous repercussions for tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. These changes have been made 

explicit, for instance, through the accommodation and assimilation of fa’amatai (Samoan 

religion), fa’akerisiano(Christian lifeway), and fa’apapalagi (European lifeway). Particular 

focus will be given here to the spiritual and social institutional shifts such as the transfer of 

honour and dignity from Tagaloa’alagi to Jehovah God alone. 

A brief account of the arrival of the missionaries will be given, especially the London 

Missionary Society’s work, as it was the first to be officially accepted in fa’asāmoa. The 

emphasis will be more on how the sacredness and divinity of tama’ita’i, as feagaiga, taupou, 

and tama sā, underwent new shifts and were deprived of their central values and meanings. 

This will also include a critical survey of the “Victorian model of an ideal woman” and its 

impacts on tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. An overview of modifications and innovations related 

to tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in the contemporary fa’asāmoa - Christianity will also be 

presented here. Furthermore, the social and economic changes brought on by the 

fa’apapalagi (lifeways of foreigners), especially to the tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i will be 

examined critically. 

                                                 

1John Williams, Journal of the South Seas 1830 – 1832. Microfilm No. 1628 (London: School of Oriental and 
Asian Studies, 1978), 582. See also, Tofaeono, citing John Williams, the first LMS missionary to Samoa who 
stated that “the missionary enterprise is incomparably the most effective machinery that has ever been 
brought to operate upon the social, the civil, and the commercial, as well as the moral and spiritual interests of 
mankind.” Tofaeono, Eco-Theology, 66. 
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Imaging of Tama’ita’i in Early Christian Missions in Sāmoa2 

The first Christian mission that arrived in Sāmoa was the London Missionary Society (LMS) 

under the leadership of John Williams and Charles Barth3 who were ‘accompanied’ by their 

wives in 1830.4 This was followed by the arrival of Peter Turner of the Wesleyan Methodist 

Mission Society (WMMS) in 1835,5 and then the arrival of a “number of priests and two 

nuns” of the Roman Catholic Mission (RCM) in 1845.6 The missionaries’ aims were 

primarily to convert the heathens to the Christian religion and to civilize them in accordance 

with European standards. Strategically, these missionaries, under the advisement of so-called 

“native chiefs” whom they picked up from neighbouring islands, commonly utilized a 

political approach that aimed at firstly converting ali’i sili (paramount chiefs) as a way of 

speeding up the conversion process. It was assumed that converting ali’isili would make the 

whole kinship follow suit. 

Sāmoa converted to Christianity between 1830-1869.7 Historically, this period is considered 

as the “beginning of a new ideological era in which there was a massive transformation of the 

Samoan moral and political order.”8Sāmoans, by becoming adherents of the new religion 

were baptised and through the teachings and influence of the missionaries, were made to refer 

to their own life-ways, wisdom tradition, and religion as “the dark ways of old, broken down 

or become modified with the coming of Christianity.”9 In the conversion process, 

“...fa’amatai was relegated strictly to a secular or ‘heathen’10 ceremonial order, and the 

Christian religion “has brought an end to the heathen ceremonies connected with taupo(u).”11 

Because of Malietoa’s collaboration with John Williams, the LMS-mission gained 

prominence and the “lion’s share of converts.” The LMS secured Sāmoan adherence to one 

                                                 

2The focus will be on the first three Christian missions which had been officially received and claimed by 
Samoans as the mainline denominations. 
3John Garrett,To Live Among the Stars: Christian Origins in Oceania (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies, 1982), 
121. 
4Forman, “Sing to the Lord a New Song’: Women in the Churches of Oceania.” inRethinking Women’s Roles: 
Perspectives from the Pacific,eds. Denise O’Brien, and, Sharon W. Tiffany (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1984), 155., 
5R. W. Allardice,The Methodist Story in Samoa 1828 – 1984 (Apia: Methodist Church Samoa, 1984), 2. 
6Garrett,To Live Among the Stars,129. 
7Reference is made here to the reception of the LMS missionaries by high chief Malietoa Vainuupo who 
claimed the four paramount titles of Samoa at that time. The WMMS targeted high and influential chief 
Leiataua, while the RCM got the attention of paramount chief Mataafa Iosefo through conversion.  
8Meleisea, “The Postmodern Legacy,” 55.  
9Keesing,“The Taupo (sic) System,” 6-7. 
10 Keesing,“The Taupo (sic) System,” 7 
11 Keesing,“The Taupo (sic) System,” 7  
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or other of several denominations,12and “made certain activities with which taupou system 

was bound up a special point of attack.”13 The mission’s gains, as a result, brought about a 

distinct separation of the spiritual and secular realms. This dualism is explored throughout the 

discussion. 

Reception of Christianity and the Desacralizing of theFa’amatai Religion 

The LMS Mission was very strategic. Following the advice of the indigenous people, namely 

Fauea and his wife Puaseisei, who accompanied them, they aimed firstly to convert the ali’i 

sili and turn them to the ways of Jehovah, the all-powerful, majestic and invisible God. The 

plan was that once the chiefs were converted, their kinship would follow along because of the 

organisational layout of the fa’asāmoa. Other factors, such as political allegiance, family 

honour, power, and status played a significant role. Supporters of the Malietoa title, for 

instance, supported the LMS.14 

Sāmoa is noted in the history of the LMS mission as one of their most successful stories due 

to the mass conversion of ali’i sili and their kinships to the Christian religion. The tabooing 

of traditional beliefs and practices such as tattooing, due to the promiscuity involved in its 

celebration, poula or dancing that was seen as sexually provocative and fa’amaseia’u or 

finger insertion by a male to test the virginity of a young woman upon marriage, was also 

noted as a success of the missionaries. Ironically, Malietoa, inspite of becoming a Christian 

never gave up polygamy and he died a polygamist.15 

The acceptance of John Williams and the accompanying missionaries by Malietoa who held 

the tāfa’ifa title greatly affected the fa’asāmoa and fa’amatai. In the official welcome of the 

Christian religion in Sapapali’i on August 23, 1830, for instance, Malietoa, after receiving a 

“Bible and a Gun” as gifts from the missionaries, conferred on them in return the honorific 

address of Susuga particular only to matai ali’i (high chief). Note that Malietoa did not give 

the missionaries the fa’afeagaiga. He gave his Susuga title as the igaga to, thus the faifeau is 

addressed Ao o fa’alupega, the pinnacle of Samoan salutation, higher than the highest chiefly 

title that was initally given to Salamasina. Hence the honourable address Susuga today for 

                                                 

12 While acknowledging the contribution of other Missions in Samoa, discussion will be limited to the LMS. And 
since it was the first established denomination, it has remained today the dominant one throughout Samoa.  
13 Keesing,“The Taupo (sic) System of Samoa,” 7. 
14 For an in-depth discussion on these factors, see Ronald James Crawford, “The Lotu and Fa’asāmoa: Church 
and the Society in Samoa, 1830-1880” (PhD thesis., University of Otago, Dunedin, 1977). 
15 Crawford, 156. 
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faifeau. But the missionaries were given the honour and protection that Samoans only give to 

their tama’ita’i as feagaiga. Under the faasamoa, they were treated like the sisters 

(faafeagaiga). Initially, feagaiga was an honorific address particular to the tama’ita’i. 

Interesting, though, is that, fa’afeagaiga is commonly used today in the place of ao 

fa’alupega. Yet, this latter address signifies and symbolises the act of Malietoa in bestowing 

upon the missionaries the ‘Susuga’ as the highest honour he could offer. It is because of the 

Susuga being a ao o fa’alupega that church ministers are honourably treated and must be 

treated like the fa’afeagaiga. And because of this, they were, therefore, guaranteed protection 

by the villages they worked in.  

The reciprocal act not only symbolized Malietoa’s acceptance of the missionaries and their 

savali (message) but also his vow to honour, respect and take good care of them in every 

possible way. Similar sentiments were uttered by Tui Manu’a Elisara before his death. Elisara 

told the people of Manua, as often cited by Manuans in speeches, that he would go down into 

his grave with all paia ma mamalu (sacredness and dignity), but precedence of paia ma 

mamalu must be accorded to the Christian God and God’s representatives in Samoa, the 

white missionaries. As a result, no successor to the Tuimanua title was sought and Elisara 

was the last Manuan to have held that chiefly title. 

Inspired by the spur of the moment, these Sāmoan leaders unknowingly gave away what 

would later become an issue with significant consequences. First of all, the titles Malietoa 

and Tui Manu’a belonged not to these men as individual persons but to their extended family, 

who elected them as their leaders. The decision to do so was not their sole prerogative. This 

was a change that needed to be in line with the existing fa’amatai system. At the time it was 

appropriate to them to address the missionaries in such way because they were in Samoa 

temporarily as guests. It only became an issue, from my perspective, when the honour of 

fa’afeagaiga was passed on to the local clergymen, who already inherited a place in the 

sociometric wheel  as taulelea.  

Initially, Samoans called the clergymen faifeau which literally means “to do the work,” in 

this case the work of God as a messenger. The title faifeau matches their standing as the 

taulelea (untitled men), serving not the chiefs in the village but God as the parish ministers in 

the village. When exactly the title fa’afeagaiga was transferred to the local men is not 

relevant to this work. All ordained clergy are called faifeau. Only the ones that are called by 

the local parishioners to serve in the village as the parish ministers are addressed as 
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fa’afeagaiga. The honour that was given to the LMS missionaries as the suli va’aia o le Atua 

(God’s earthly messengers) was also given to the local parish clergy. The logic is that the 

villagers would treat the ordained clergy and their families as they did to their sisters, their 

feagaiga, hence the meaning of the word, “like the feagaiga, sister”. 

The transferral of the paia and mamalu to the messengers of God meant that they inherited 

the title of ao o fa’alupega for life and for all generations of ministers to come. Additionally, 

the Roman Catholic nuns were addressed years later, upon the arrival of the Roman Catholic 

mission, as taupou sā (which literally means sacred virgins). The addition of sā (sacred/holy) 

distinguishes them from the tama’ita’i Samoa as taupou. Note that in accepting the Christian 

religion, Malietoa also gifted his maota to house the missionaries. Maota was a sacred place 

and space for indigenous worship, apart from rituals, ceremonies and protocols. It was also a 

place where the central place of tama’ita’i was recognized and her sacredness respected. 

Accepting Christianity did not stop Malietoa from returning to the inter island tribal war in 

the island of Upolu while the missionaries were left in the hospitable care and protection of 

the Nu’u o Tama’ita’i. These tama’ita’i were in fact the first Samoan Christians and were 

instrumental in spreading the gospel about Jesus Christ in the early days of the LMS mission 

work in Sāmoa. Ironically, the service and commitment of these village tama’ita’i remain 

untold. But these tama’ita’i, as an unnamed LMS missionary in Samoa wrote, “were the first 

to learn the Christian religion and its teachings from the missionaries and their wives, and 

were also the first to go out and spread the good news to neighbouring villages.”16 Thus, 

christianisation flourished in Sāmoa, especially in the island of Savai’i, due to the initial 

efforts of these unsung native missionary tama’ita’i. 

The point to stress here is that clergy couples are considered strangers in the parishes they 

serve in villages as they do not have any direct connection by blood or by title. As guests or 

foreigners in the village, they are protected by the feagaiga principles. Their role as the 

clergy in the village is to be the faifeau, and that is to be of service to God and to the people 

                                                 

16 This information is recorded by an unnamed LMS missionary who clearly pointed out that while all men of 
Sapapalii went with Malietoa in the battle field, the women looked after the missionaries’ welfare, learned the 
new religion and the gospel message, and went out to neighboring villages and relayed the story of Jesus. This 
information is excerpted from the missionary’s original copy obtained from SOAS Archive, University of 
London. A copy is in the possession of the author. 
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of God. The parish members, on the one hand, are to treat them as their fa’afeagaiga, 

guaranteeing the same protection Samoans give to their feagaiga or women-folk. 

The feagaiga themselves as Sāmoan tama’ita’i, are placed on the periphery in the fa’amata’i 

in this new arrangement, and, especially within the church. The faifeau are enjoying, and at 

times abusing the honor of being called fa’afeagaiga. In other words, they are not the 

feagaiga, but they will be treated like the feagaiga and given the honour similar to that given 

to Sāmoan womenfolk.17 

To some extent, the values and virtues of fa’amatai were compatible with those of the 

Christian religion. In that regard, not much of fa’amatai was altered. Instead, “what was 

added was Bible reading, but since the Bible spoke for the most part about alofa (according 

to the translation of the Biblical love) the values of fa’amatai were maintained.”18 The 

transition was smooth and successful because the daily life of the indigenous was already 

centred on prayer and the worship of the God Tagaloa’alagi. Becoming a Sāmoan Christian 

meant embracing, adapting and adopting the Christian values that were life-affirming to 

transform aspects of fa’amatai that were not. One way in which the fa’amatai was 

desacralised was through the transferral of the values of matai itself to the missionaries. As 

noted, the honour conferred on the missionaries elevated their status as a new order of 

fa’amatai. Despite the fact that they held no chiefly titles, the missionaries were immediately 

“…paid great honours than are accorded any titled chief, regardless of rank. When he attends 

a village council, he sits in the end of the house, the seat of honour, and drinks first ‘ava, also 

the position of honour.”19 

The missionaries were not aware of the ingrained connection and religious symbolism of the 

chiefly houses and the village malae to the spirituality and religiosity of ancient Sāmoa. 

Therefore, the sacredness associated with these votive posts as well “as the taboos were not 

abolished, nor was fa’amatai undermined in any fundamental way.”20 Elevating fa’afeagaiga, 

an untitled man, to share the pou or votive post that was normally reserved for the high chief 

of the village and the taupou, symbolised the shift in the fa’amata’i and the gradual 

replacement of the tama’ita’i as feagaiga by the clergy and missionaries. After all, untitled 

                                                 

17 See Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation and Society,” 245–302. 
18 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation and Society,” 270. 
19 Holmes, “Ta’u,” 35. 
20 Holmes, “Ta’u,” 35.35. See also Tcherkézoff, “Are the matai ‘out of time?” 122. 
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men had no place in the sacred circle. They served and observed the deliberations of the 

matai as part of their training as aumaga of the village. While the sacredness attached to ali’i 

sili was removed and placed on the missionaries and the clergy, the centrality of God and the 

significance of the alofi sā was not. The ritualistic expression of honouring God first 

continued through the opening of any Sāmoan gathering, secular or religious, with an ava 

ceremony. This ceremony was originally a Sāmoan alofi sā worship. Today, it has been 

relegated to a Samoan ritual of welcome. 

In the process of christianisation, worshipping God in a circle, which was very symbolic of 

the indigenous worldview, underwent changes. In the structure of worship, Sāmoans were 

told to worship and praise Jehovah in a confined European-styled church building with rows 

of pews facing a raised altar. Note that, while most of the early evangelical missionaries were 

very keen on family devotion in the home (as were the indigenous Sāmoans) any Sunday 

worship held at the indigenous worship centres was considered a secular custom by them. 

Fa’amatai as a religio-cultural institution from then on was regarded as the socio-cultural 

wheel of fa’asāmoa. 

This shift in fa’amatai went hand in hand with the desacralization of ali’i sili (paramount 

chief) or ali’i paia (sacred chiefs), relegating them as leaders in the social and cultural realms 

of life. The last documented reference to sacred chiefs as ali’i paia, according to Serge 

Tcherkézoff, was at the time of the first missionaries. Today, paia as a word applies only to 

God as Tamā Paia (Holy Father) and to the Bible as Tusi Paia (Holy Bible or the Sacrosanct 

Writing).21This shift clearly indicates the division of the secular and the sacred which can be 

traced either to the missionaries’ cultural and philosophical impositions or the local chiefs’ 

choice to accept what seemed timely, sensible and convenient for them. Hence the sacred 

powers once held by the traditional Sāmoan chiefs “…became more of a ‘secular political 

authority’. This change had a major secondary effect: the distinction between ali’i and 

tulāfale became more ceremonial than actual.”22 And “… the previous system which was 

something of a continuum extending from the creator of the world, Tagaloa, to the most 

recent new born child,”23 was changed overnight to become a system whose original story 

was now that of the Hebrew creation story in Genesis in the Christian Holy Scripture. And 

                                                 

21 Tcherkézoff, “Are the matai ‘out of time?” 123. 
22 Tcherkézoff, “Are the matai ‘out of time?”123. 
23 Tcherkézoff, “Are the matai ‘out of time?”123. 
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the chiefs who in ancient times practiced polygyny “…were no longer allowed to have 

multiple marriages and the sacred powers of the old chiefs were transferred to the church 

pastors.”24 

The missionaries did not fully understand or recognise that the core of fa’amatai is God, and 

that fa’amatai was the outward expression of the religion and the religiosity of the indigenous 

people. Therefore, they instantly introduced, without careful considerations, changes that  

...had a levelling effect upon the ancient hierarchy, replaced sacred chiefs with village 

pastors, and established matai system under which all title heads of households were 

considered to derive their authority from Jehovah regardless of the rank of their 

titles.25 

The replacement of the sacred chiefs and the shift of the headship from matai to the 

missionaries and Jehovah affected fa’amatai greatly. It brought about remarkable 

transformations due to the Christian religion’s spiritual teachings and social institutions. 

Desacralizing God - Tagaloa’alagi 

Inseparable from the desacralizing of fa’amatai was the desacralizing of Tagaloa’alagi, the 

God of the indigenous Sāmoans. This vividly marks the transition from a polytheistic belief 

and faith to the strict monotheistic emphasis of the Christian religion. The fa’amatai religion, 

though polytheistic in orientation, with each matai and aiga worshipping their own 

deity/divinity, was also henotheism in the sense that every Sāmoan believed in an eternal and 

powerful being or divine power, Tagaloa’alagi. This abrupt shift in beliefs and theological 

convictions critically impacted not only the divine concept itself but the divine imaging of 

tama’ita’i as well. 

In principle, Tagaloa’alagi remained invisible and was only tangible in fono a Atua, the 

sacred circle. A shift from Tagaloa’alagi as the creator of tama’ita’i and ali’i that respected 

equality and co-sharing in an imageless God assumed a distinct division. This was brought 

about by the monotheistic orientation and Christian teaching about God as Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit. With a taint of the patriarchal principles, traditions, and values of the multiplicity 

of cultures that shaped the understanding of trinitarian Christian God, the hierarchy was not 

only being consolidated, but also legitimated the widening gap of an equality of imagining 

male and female in the divine image. 

                                                 

24 Lay, Murrow and Meleisea, Samoa, 52. 
25 Meleisea, Change and Adaptations in Western Samoa, 6. 
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By implication, the theological construction of the LMS mission’s article of faith was 

predominantly masculine, and heavily exclusive in the spoken and written languages of 

mediations. For example, the articles of faith stated that “men were like God in the sense that 

they have the power of reason, and have those other qualities which make him free, fit and 

able to have fellowship with the Creator.”26 Additionally, “men are answerable to God for the 

use of their God-given powers, and of God’s world.”27 “Satan’s seductive action,” however, 

“…has caused man to sin… (and) the violation of the freedom given to man that fits him for 

fellowship with God …draws him to a nature wholly and depraved.”28 Accordingly, man has 

lost the image of God and all divine communions due to disobedience. While powerless to 

regain that image, man depends on grace alone to do what is spiritually good before God. In 

light of this, tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i is totally excluded from the divine conceptions, 

particularly the divine’s feminine image. Reference to “man” being created in the image of 

God,29 though it can be interpreted as presupposing “humankind” nevertheless works more to 

imply exclusion of women than inclusion, and women’s inferiority than superiority. 

Desacralizing Tama’ita’i o le Feagaiga 

The major modifications to tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i took place during the reception and 

inception of the new lotu (religion). The changes to the traditional belief system indirectly 

devalued the honorific status and image of tama’ita’i. This religio-cultural shift has been 

inevitable when principles attributed to tama’ita’i were diverted to the institution of 

fa’afeagaiga, who were and are mainly males. Fa’a is a Samoan prefix for ‘to be,’ feagaiga 

as already explained simply refers to the brother-sister relational bond. With regards to the 

sacredness of the sister as feagaiga, this honor was transferred to the missionaries and later 

the clergy. The extension of the sacred brother-sister relationship in this respect, I argue, does 

not make the pastor a feagaiga as is commonly understood in many writings. Rather, the 

extension sanctions protection and security that were normally given only to covenantal 

sacred sisters. In other words, he is not feagaiga. Rather he is fa’afeagaiga, treated like 

feagaiga with the due respect, dignity, and honor attached to it. After all, all that was sacred 

in the Sāmoan worldview was connected with the feminine. All that was sacred in the 

                                                 

26 James Wilson, A Missionary Voyage to the South Pacific Ocean 1796-1798 (London: George Allen& Unwin 
Ltd, 1845), 411. 
27 Wilson, A Missionary Voyage,411f. 
28 Wilson, A Missionary Voyage, 412. 
29 See article I & II.Wilson, A Missionary Voyage, 410-420. 
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Christian religion was attributed to God whose representatives on earth were messengers of 

the Word, the missionaries. 

Unfortunately, this new religion did not allow women to be priestesses as in the indigenous 

religions. Therefore this transferred feagaiga honour was given to the male pastors only. And 

sadly, over time, the clergy behaved and carried themselves as if they were the feagaiga and 

not fa’afeagaiga. The institution of fa’afeagaiga as male priesthood or men of the sacred 

covenant, alongside the feagaiga complex, is the critical turning point for the devaluation and 

distortion of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. Becoming fa’afeagaiga tau-i-le lagi for the 

missionaries (and later on for the village pastors) shifted tama’ita’i from the centre to the 

periphery. 

With the shifting of fa’afeagaiga into the centre of the now separated secular fa’amatai and 

the introduced sacred fa’amatai. Like the church structure in the village and national level, 

tama’ita’i as feagaiga was pushed into insignificant places and statuses. The missionaries 

with the new religion separated the secular from the sacred realms, which in the Samoan 

religion are inseparable. Things secular were now equated with fa’amatai and the sacred with 

Christianity or the Church. Tama’ita’i’s newly changed status and place in this context as the 

faletua of fa’afeagaiga, prescribed a new tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i.  

The status of faletua put her on an equal or frequently a higher level to that of the wife of the 

high chief of the village. Yet, in my estimation based on the fa’asāmoa, she belonged to 

group for to’alua or avā of untitled men. After all, the LMS did not allow titled men to enter 

Malua Theological School or become faifeau. They had to firstly relinquish their chiefly titles 

and take on their birth name before becoming a theological student.  

Instead of calling the theological student and clergy taulelea or the untitled men, they are 

addressed as a’oa’o (theological students) and their wives faletua o le a’oa’o and faifeau. As 

a result of the exaltation and honour given to this newly introduced vocation, “the ministry is 

the highest calling in all Samoa, and the village pastors are the most respected and influential 

of men. No religious leader under the ancient Samoan religion ever equalled the paramount 

position of the village faifeau. Many of the decisions of the village council may be clearly 

traced to his wishes.”30 

                                                 

30 Holmes, “Ta’u, 35. 
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In sum, the missionaries’ conception of gender and the transferral of the feagaiga concept to 

missionaries, and eventually male ministers, disrupted the older cultural eco-system. 

Theologically trained graduands would not be ordained nor called into a parish unless they 

were married. Originally, the thinking was inspired by the early mission teaching that men 

needed wives as helpmeets to assist in their ministry.  

It is proposed that there is a great need to look at how the name and the meaning of the 

naming faletua upheld this “helpmeet” status. Suggesting equal status of women and men in 

the image of God as well as in their call in church ministry is one of the effective ways to 

reconstitute the centrality of the Protestant teaching on the “priesthood of believers.” 

Certainly, the Protestant conception of the priesthood of believers did not preclude 

differences of rank. In other words, Protestants could say, on the one hand, those women are 

equal with men in the eyes of God, but they have a different vocation. But Protestants did 

recognise that everyone shared equally in the image of God. So, this teaching presupposes no 

ontological differentiation between believers, even as it respects the fact that each believer 

has a different sense of calling with unique responsibilities based on divine election. All 

believers, female and male, are equal in the eyes of God, and not dependent on any other 

believer for their salvation. 

Desacralizing the Taupou Institution 

Christianity brought the spiritual, moral and social changes which were beneficial, on the one 

hand, but was also detrimental and destructive on the other hand. Specifically for tagata’aga 

o le tama’ita’i, the early Christian missionary work undermined a lot of indigenous moral 

values and practices which were associated with taupou institution. Keesing echoes this by 

saying that: 

The Christian religion ...has brought an end to the heathen ceremonies connected with 

the taupo(u). The missions, which began their work in 1830 and very quickly secured 

Samoan adherence to one or other of several denominations, made certain activities 

with which the taupo(u) system was bound up a special point of attack.31 

Among the so-called “heathen ceremonies” that were forbidden by the early missionaries was 

fa’amaseia’u or public defloration of taupou to prove her chastity. Also connected with the 

practices in taupou was polygamy, which was also abolished. Polygamous marriages were 

not allowed for the chiefs that became Christians. The Methodist missionary Peter Turner is 

                                                 

31 Keesing,“The Taupo (sic) System,” 6. 
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quoted by Keesing as writing that, “At the very outset of missionary work, this was one of the 

things which occasioned great practical difficulty. If a chief became a Christian he had 

constant annoyance from the dissatisfied heads of families, who could not, as formerly, make 

a tool of him to get property.”32 As a condition for becoming a baptised Christian, the chief  

...could make only one marriage with a taupo(u) or high-born maiden that would 

bring fine mats and other valued goods to his village. A little thought will reveal how 

this could dislocate the system. In old days a fresh taupo(u) would be married off 

probably every two to four years. Since the number of very high-born chiefs and 

chiefs-elect suitable for such matches was limited,…33 

This was the beginning of the abolishment of the taupou institution when monogamy 

replaced polygamous marriages for Samoan chiefs who became Christians. In one respect, 

however, this: 

…has had a profound effect upon the taupo(u) system, even though this was not 

intentional. A major function of the taupo(u), it was seen, was to cement political 

alliances through her marriage. …This change has not only taken away a direct 

function of the taupo(u). It was also a prelude to a very marked disintegration of the 

older political institutions, with which taupo(u) ceremonial was bound up.34 

Furthermore, the abolition of what kept taupou institution running dismantled the whole 

system because what was needed to keep this system to function continuously “…ran counter 

to newly accepted customs, ideas, and ambitions, and was attacked by the dominant alien. In 

spite therefore of the weight of tradition… the social organization became reshaped in such a 

manner as to make the institution less essential or even unnecessary.”35 The fall of the taupou 

system, however, did not weaken fa’amatai. Instead: 

...(t)he matai system, by which leadership and hierarchy are defined, remains strong 

today, in spite of important modifications. Yet the chiefs and orators, except for the 

conservative or very exalted ones noted, now exercise their prestige and seek to 

enhance their power through means other than the taupo(u) institution. Partly these 

still follow old Samoan lines, notably through the ritual kava drinking.36 

The transferral of the Sāmoan virtues of purity and chastity from taupou and aristocratic 

women to all Sāmoan Christians transformed fa’amatai and fa’asāmoa, centring them on 

Christ. The introduction of monogamous relationships for the chiefs and for all Christians and 

                                                 

32 Keesing,“The Taupo (sic) System,”7. 
33 Keesing,“The Taupo (sic) System,”7. 
34 Keesing,“The Taupo (sic) System,”10. 
35 Keesing,“The Taupo (sic) System,”15. 
36 Keesing, “The Taupo (sic) System,”13 
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the abolition of fa’amasei’au ritual liberated the women, especially the aristocrats. The rest of 

fa’asāmoa and “so much that was directly associated with it stood firm. Taupou functions of 

old time, so far as they are still important, are in most communities exercised through other 

means.”37 

The place and space of taupou in fa’asāmoa, however, has not changed. She continues to be 

the centre of the contemporaryfa’amatai but  

...(s)he has passed, so to speak, from the category of a social necessity to that of a 

luxury. Usually, she emerges into the limelight only at times of high ceremony or 

when there are important visitors to be entertained. Sometimes a maiden fills the role 

temporarily, without apparently having gone through the ceremonies that are 

traditionally required of those succeeding to the title. Yet, as a Samoan said: "It is 

hard not to be ashamed before visitors if we have no taupo(u) to entertain them." 

Another pointed out that for a chief or kin group to be without a taupo(u) to which 

they are entitled involves a certain dishonouring of the ancestors, a thing which any 

Samoan is very loath to do. Nevertheless, in view of the powerful disintegrative 

influences at work, it says much for the tenacity of the institution that it still exists 

anywhere.38 

As for Nu’u o Tama’ita’i and aualuma, they continue to function in the modern era by doing 

mission and charity work, and running the government and school programmes that 

benefitted all. In other words: 

...(t)he girls of the taupo(u) train now have their lives for the most part organized in 

relation to the school, the church, and the pastor’s household. Formal entertainment is 

planned and executed by the women's council, headed by the wife of the highest 

chief. To the traditional amusements of the village - dancing, feasting, and the like, so 

far as these remain - have been added church festivals, cricket, cards, theatricals, and 

other innovations that help, though rather inadequately, to provide excitements in 

place of those of olden days. Church rituals are somewhat of a substitute for the high 

ceremonies now more or less out of use.39 

As suggested, the taupou institution amidst christianisation underwent both favourable and 

unfavourable changes. These changes had been founded on the missionaries’ judgments and 

what they believed appropriate in accordance with the values of the gospel. The debasement 

of taupou system and the rationale behind its ethos that valued purity, sacredness and the 

central place of tama’ita’i and aualuma in terms of security and protection, however, had 

been overlooked. Thus the sanctity of taupou that had been sanctioned by tapu system 
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(taboos), and that encircled her to remain chaste, pure and sacred till marriage, has been 

normalized.  

Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i and Christian Civilization 

Christian missionary work in Samoa was one of the dominant agents of change and 

civilization. Its changes of values and practices were “welcomed or resisted, depending on 

perceivable advantages or disadvantages.”40 To a great extent, the missionaries saw their 

ways, culture and religion as superior. Ideologically, they believed themselves to be superior 

in intelligence, technology, and language. Their fa’apapalagi (European life-way) entailed a 

stern, “no frills” religion, with a strong commitment to the value of hard work, called the 

“Protestant work ethic.”41 And they expected Sāmoans to live and work likewise. Besides 

that, they came “…from Victorian society, where even the legs of tables were covered up… 

So, naturally, they were disturbed by the state of undress of the Polynesian people.”42 

Perceiving Sāmoans as uncivilised, though sexually attractive, the missionaries set out to 

teach them a ‘civilised’ way of life. 

In spite of the fact that Sāmoan civilisation and ways of civilising were severely 

undermined,43 they were more “…attracted by the things papalagi had brought with them… 

rather than the message of Christianity.”44 Having the missionaries around was an opportunity 

to acquire their skills “...to read and write. Our people firmly believed that written words 

were the ways to papalagi knowledge. Literacy became a new way of obtaining mana.”45 

Overall, the cultural appeals of foreign goods and the attractions of fashionable attire of 

Europeans made an impression and consequently caused them to live and be likened to 

papalagi. Before we specifically focus on tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i under the civilizing 

developments of Christianity, it has to be pointed out that the transformations and changes of 

the time had been inspired either partly by the impositions of Europeans or by Samoan in 

accordance with decency and convenience. 

                                                 

40 Tofaeono, Eco-theology, 64. 
41 Tanya Wendt, Mona Papali’i and Alison Carter. Tagata Tangata – Contact and Change (Auckland: Addison 
Wesley Longman, 1996), 8. 
42 Wendt, Papali’i  and Carter, Tagata Tangata, 8. 
43 Wendt, Papali’iand Carter, Tagata Tangata, 8. 
44 Wendt, Papali’i  and Carter Tagata Tangata, 8. 
45 Wendt, Papali’i  and Carter Tagata Tangata, 8. 
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The relegation of tama’ita’i to secondary roles in the missionary work was practical. Support 

roles were given to tama’ita’i whereby “participation of another kind, was allowed… From 

the beginning, women shared in the weekly rituals of the Christian converts.”46 Influenced by 

the male-only missionaries,“(i)nitially the churches were completely in the hands of men. 

Gradually women broke into these male-dominated institutions, created their own spheres of 

influence within them, and eventually achieved a share in their leadership.”47 This was the 

norm for many contexts, as “Pacific Island women, for the most part, had been excluded from 

the religious rituals of their communities prior to the advent of Christianity… There were 

important exceptions.”48 Exceptions were made for the “Samoan women, like Tongan 

women, (who) held higher rank than their brothers. Samoan women also assumed chiefly 

titles, served as family priests, and held formal ritual offices.”49 

Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i and the Ideal Christian Victorian Model for Woman 

The Pacific church historian, Charles W. Forman, states that from the beginning of the 

Christian mission endeavors in the region, “…the churches…projected a strongly masculinist 

image.”50 Most women who pioneered the mission in the Pacific were “not considered as 

missionaries in their own right.”51 They were either seen as wives of the pastors of the 

Protestant church missionaries or as nuns in the mission of the Roman Catholic Church. 

Simply as “wives of married men,” they were “companions” and “helpmates” who held “no 

formal positions,” and were not even ordained into any ministry of the Protestant Church.52 In 

the Catholic tradition, the dominance of male priests and brothers meant that even less 

attention was given to nuns and women’s role modeling and leadership. The dominance of 

this “masculinist imaging” not only relegated feminine or feminine self-imaging to secondary 

status but also denied their full participation in the church missions. Later on, when the native 

island teachers and their wives took up the mission across the other Pacific Islands, records of 

women’s involvement and participation in missionary activities was largely omitted, lost, or 

                                                 

46 Forman, “Sing to the Lord a New Song,” 55. 
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not recorded in history books.53 The men’s experiences instead dominated the earlier 

historical records. 

Assuming diverse roles in the missions, some women – expatriates or wives of the 

missionaries and indigenous women – “promoted Victorian models of women as self-

sacrificing helpmates to the pastoral endeavors of men. Others created new organizations or 

modified established ones to meet their own needs and inspirations.”54 Despite the fact that 

these women assumed such roles within the context of male-dominated ecclesial, political, 

and economic institutional structures,55 the “Victorian role model of the perfect lady,” was 

instrumental and vigorous in “redefining their own significant roles, status, and self-

perceptions.”56 

Consistent with the European code of clothing,57 “…a loincloth (maro) or a grass skirt made 

of leaves was to be regarded as naked, licentious and evil. The missionaries begged men to be 

decently dressed in a shirt for church services just as they gave the conditions for women to 

wear dresses which extended from the neck to the floor, otherwise they would not be 

welcomed and baptised.”58 Up till today, almost all churches hold on to these Victorian dress 

codes for the clergy and their spouses, as well as the laity, as if they were rules ordained from 

heaven. Ordained clergy must still wear blazers and ties to any church service and official 

functions. The women spouses, on the other hand, must always wear a hat and long white 

dresses covering their whole bodies. Such official forms of attire have become very 

expensive and like a fashion fad. The dress code of faletua, modelled after the Victorian 

fashion, is set as one of the standard measures of one’s faith and spirituality. 

Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i in Christian Mission Education 

The LMS which officially became the first established denomination in Sāmoa opened 

‘Malua Institute of Upolu in 1844’59 and Fagalele Boys School eleven years later60 in Leone, 

                                                 

53 Tiffany,“Feminist Perceptions,” 5 
54 Tiffany,“Feminist Perceptions,” 10  
55 Tiffany,“Feminist Perceptions,” 10 
56 Tiffany,“Feminist Perceptions,” 10f 
57 Even though Samoa was partitioned into two separate governments in 1899, the LMS or Congregational 
Christian Church of Samoa remained as one church until the schism in 1980.   
58 Tcherkézoff, First Contacts, 171. 
59 Latukefu, “Pacific Islander Missionaries,” 22-3. See also for general information Liua’ana, 1995. 
60 The first ever secondary school to be established in Tutuila and Manua was the L.M.S. Fagalele Boys' School 
in the village of Leone, on the island of Tutuila in 1855. It was for the purpose of training future indigenous 
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Tutuila. These schools were set up to train future Sāmoan church ministers. The groups of 

boys enrolled in the early years of these mission schools for boys were the sons of the high 

ranking chiefs. Sāmoan teachers were initially to undergo a “three months course of 

rudimentary theological training…. (B)y 1869 Malua was training Samoan men for the 

ministry as faifeau (pastors).” The college curriculum for male students included biblical 

studies, scripture history, pastoral theology, writing arithmetic, geography, astronomy, 

natural history, English, and drawing. 

Notably tama’ita’i were excluded from the official pastoral training. It was not helpful during 

the colonial period that Pacific women were considered by the Europeans and missionaries as 

inferior to the western women.61 The tama’ita’i as pastor’s wives received special training in 

practical and domestic skills such as cooking, sewing, washing and ironing, housekeeping 

and childcare as well as some useful Samoan crafts. With the same purpose, the sisters’ or 

girls’ Mission Schools at Papauta62 in Upolu and Atauloma63 in Tutuila were set up to train 

the future wives of Sāmoan clergy. The initial students were selected from the daughters of 

high ranking chiefs. The implementation of the “Victorian model of womanhood” became 

official when these girls schools were enrolled in schools that trained and prepared young 

women to be the wives and helpmeets to the theologically trained men.  

Inevitably in church ministries, women were socialized to believe that their highest roles 

should be geared towards the communities and society’s social welfare. Hence they were to 

uphold their prescribed traditional roles as mothers, nurturers, early childhood teachers and, 

even more so, supporters for their husbands who were the heads of the family, society and the 

church. Early Christian mission activity further developed the demarcating lines in the 

educational discipline, by placing more value on theological and philosophical subjects than 

                                                                                                                                                        

Samoan faifeau. Five years later, in the neighboring village of Afao, the LMS Girls school was built to prepare 
tama’ita’i Samoa to be the future faifeau’s faletua.  
61 See Jolly, “Women of the east, women of the west”; “Beyond the horizon? Nationalisms, feminisms, and 
globalisation in the Pacific,” Outside Gods: History Making in the Pacific, Ethnohistory vol. 52, no. 1 (2005), 
137–66. 
62 Papauta, which literally means the Rock in the Back, is a school for girls only in Samoa. The school was 
initially launched by LMS to be a training school for young women in preparation for church ministry. In the 
early days, it was a privilege to be educated here. Becoming the wife of a church minister was the highest 
honor every Samoan parent hoped for in those days. Papauta Girls School is still in existence today but it is no 
longer for the sole purpose of training girls to become faletua of faifeau.  
63 Atauloma is the other LMS church school for girls in Tutuila and Manua (other islands of Samoa), which are 
now American Territories under the protectorates of the United States of America. This school was modeled 
after Papauta School. Atauloma is not in existence anymore. 
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on domestic and practical courses. Academic subjects were taken up by ali’i because they 

were treated as potentially intellectual beings, while tama’ita’i with domestic courses were 

treated as less capable intellectual beings. This fostered wrongful prejudicial perceptions and 

attitudes that intensified the diminution of the status of tama’ita’i, and inseparably tagata’aga 

o le tama’ita’i. 

Acculturation of Fa’amatai and Fa’akerisiano 

It is said that the reason for the success of the LMS was the priority they gave to learning the 

local vernacular so that they could create a Sāmoan alphabet and teach the people to read and 

write. Within ten years the Bible was translated to allow the indigenous to read and 

understand the Christian Good News in their own vernacular.64 The availability of the literary 

form of education is the greatest milestone of the early mission societies, especially the 

initiatives of LMS missionaries. This, in my view, was the turning point that determined 

Sāmoan’s acceptance of the Christian religion as part of fa’amatai. As far as the worship life 

of the indigenous community was concerned, the conversion to the worship of the Christian 

deity 

...has, however, added a new form of ceremonialism to the culture and has produced a 

new unifying force for the village. The decisions of the church are in the hands of the 

chiefs, who rule the church as deacons. The ceremonialism of the sacraments has been 

added to the ceremonialism of kava drinking.65 

With the acculturation of the Christian religion, the once inseparable secular-sacred realm got 

separated into two co-existing systems in Christian Sāmoa. The existing modified fa’amatai 

now catered for the secular aspects of fa’asāmoa and the new fa’amatai-like church system 

dealt with spiritual matters.66 Together, (Figure 6 below), they continue to co-exist as the two 

poles of fa’asamoa. 

                                                 

64 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, and Society,” 270. In his footnote 62, he cites that this was done in 10 years. 
65 Holmes, Ta’u: Stability and Change in a Samoan Village, 34. 
66 In Figure 6, at the center is fa’afeagaiga. Functioning as matai group are tiakono (deacons), and, a’oa’o 
fesoasoani (lay preachers). Like faletua and tausi group is mafutaga a tinā (women’s fellowship). The 
Autalavou (youth group), and, Aoga Aso Sa (Sunday School), are the two main ministries for the children, 
young adults. The rest make up Aulotu (congregation) who are the confirmed and non-confirmed members. 
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Figure 6: The Co-existing Fa’amatai-like Church System and Sāmoan Fa’amatai System:67 

While the contemporary fa’amatai in principle maintains the hierarchy in chiefly titles as in 

ancient Sāmoa, the new fa’amatai-like church structure places fa’afeagaiga in the centre and 

matai through their church roles either as tiakono or a’oa’o fesoasoani on the outer wheels. 

Here is a twist in the system, to be a faifeau one must relinquish (if he had any) his matai title 

and take the status of aumaga/taule’ale’a to be qualified. As mentioned above, upon one’s 

calling as faifeau of a village parish, feagaiga, a covenant contract is sealed through osigā 

feagaiga (signing of the contractual covenant) between the parishioners and their faifeau, 

making him fa’afeagaiga. This means that “(t)he pastor and his family are completely 

supported by the village, the various families of the village taking turn providing their daily 

food.”68 Taking the responsibility that once belonged to ali’i sili, the village clergy hosts and 

quarters the village visitors at the manse “…rather than the guest house of the high chief, 

which was formerly the place to entertain those of high rank.” 

From our exploration here, it is quite clear that the Christian mission and the selection of 

pastors to be trained, and later on called into village congregations operate predominantly on 

a preference for men. This means that there was and still is an absence of any consideration 

of the possibility that the tama’ita’i take the lead or even act as messengers of the word in 

terms of studying scriptures and preaching the gospel. She is confined to the domestically-

oriented learning that is a prerequisite for her own domestication. As noted, the differences in 

male and female education clearly indicate that tama’ita’i are human-beings of less academic 

potential and are therefore incompetent to take up the leadership roles in the mission. The 

                                                 

67 Note the four outer group are circle as well as in Fanaafi’s Sociometric wheel used in an earlier chapter. Note 
that she has modified the wheel to be intersecting circle in her book: O La Ta Gagana that diagram of five 
circles connecting at the circumference to four intersecting with the middle circles that overlaps each other.  
68 Holmes, “Ta’u,” 35 
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categorizations of rational and irrational human beings inherent in this dualistic way of 

thinking disintegrated tama’ita’i, thus leading to distortions of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. 

In a nutshell, the “Good News” of the Christian religion was not entirely a “new” news for 

Sāmoans and fa’amatai. They had for years worshipped and honoured with awe their God, 

whom they called Tagaloa. They could also relate to the story of the Protestant and Catholic 

Christianity about Jesus’ birth as fully human and fully divine. Not only did Sāmoans believe 

that every child born is sacred, but they also believed and worshipped deities who had 

supernatural powers and were half human-half divine. What was “new” were the stories 

of/about God and the life and earthly mission of Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah. Otherwise, 

the rest of the Christian message was already “lived out” in fa’amatai. 

Christianity and Assimilation of Fa’amatai 

While the introduced religion and its institutions flourished and gave the menfolk the extra 

privileges as the men of God in the church, the introduction of the concept fa’afeagaiga has 

contributed tremendously to the de-stabilisation of the core of fa’asāmoa which had been 

legitimated by the va and feagaiga concepts. Speaking critically about the influence of the 

missionaries and their introduced religion, Schoeffel writes that “(t)he levelling effects of 

Christianity on the Samoan chiefly system has created an increasing tendency for succession 

to high-ranking chiefly titles to be based on achieved characteristics, with less emphasis on 

appropriate genealogical qualification and labour service.”69 She continues that “(m)ultiple 

marriage had once maximised for each chief the chances of a number of high-ranking 

descendants, one of whom would be chosen to succeed to his title. Monogamy made high 

rank, according to strict genealogical criteria, difficult to maintain.”70 However, she clarifies 

that “while the missionaries did not directly confront these ideas,…their condemnation of 

polygyny, of the institution of taupou,...and their promotion of the stable monogamous, 

conjugal family served to undermine them.”71 

As an effect of the de-stabilisation of the ancient fa’amatai system “(i)n modern Samoa, 

choice in marriage is frequently dictated by concerns other than those of rank, and thus the 

historical legitimacy of chiefly status in terms of divine descent has been compromised.”72 

                                                 

69 Schoeffel, “The Samoan concept of Feagaiga and its Transformation,”105-6.  
70 Schoeffel, “The Samoan concept of Feagaiga and its Transformation,”106.  
71 Huntsman, “Commentary on Schoeffel and James,”107. 
72 Schoeffel, “The Samoan concept of Feagaiga,”106.  
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For tama’ita’i, as she explains further, “the significance of a woman’s sacred ancestry and, as 

a consequence, her importance in dynastic succession as a transmitter of sanctity was 

thoroughly compromised for the new religion, a religion in which men were the primary 

conduits for communication with the one God.73 

Agreeing with her analysis, I add that it was precisely this thinking, brought and taught by the 

male missionaries, that enforced a mentality in the establishment of the LMS in Sāmoa, that 

men can only become the ordained clergy and the women were to be their helpmeet. It did 

not help, either, that the Bible was a patriarchal book and that the missionaries’ reading and 

interpretation of the Bible was very tainted with patriarchal and kyriarchal ideas in content 

and praxis. Furthermore, what was once specific to the children of the high ranking chief got 

shared with children of the clergy couples and to a certain extent with the children of 

successful part-European merchants.74 These clergy and merchant children “have been 

considered at least their equal in terms of social rank to the sons and daughters of high-

ranking ali’i, and decreasing emphasis has been placed on the parity of genealogically 

validated rank in the marriage of high-status individuals.”75 

What is missing in Schoeffel’s analysis is that most of the clergy and their spouses are 

themselves sons and daughters of high ranking chiefs. The same goes for the children of 

mixed marriages. The Sāmoan father or mother of the merchants’ children were sons and 

daughters of high ranking chiefly families. This leads to my next point: the destabilisation of 

fa’amatai was possible because of the coexistence of the systems given in Figure 6 above. In 

other words, while certain aspects of taupou, especially those that in a way reduced women 

merely to the function of their reproductive organs, were dismantled, the importance of rank 

and status was upheld to stabilise the transition to the Sāmoan Christian religion. 

Fa’amatai in Contemporary Christianised Samoa 

What is now known as fa’asāmoa is the modern version of “Samoa’s political institutions 

following the period of revolutionary change brought about by Christianity after 1830”76 

Meleisea further rightly argued that 

                                                 

73 Huntsman, “Commentary on Schoeffel and James,”107.  
74 Schoeffel, “The Samoan concept of Feagaiga,”106.  
75 Schoeffel, “The Samoan concept of Feagaiga,” 106. 
76 Meleisea, Change and Adaptations in Western Samoa, 6.  
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The secularisation of the matai system following the arrival of Christianity 

transformed the whole network of relationships in Samoan society. The pre-Christian 

role and status of titles,…were redefined to accommodate Christian ideology and the 

day-to-day business of family and village government.77 

As a consequence, “Christianity had a levelling effect upon the ancient chiefly hierarchy, 

replaced sacred chiefs with village pastors, and established the modern matai system under 

which all title heads of households were considered to derive their authority from Jehovah 

despite the rank of their titles.”78 Regardless of these changes to the current fa’amatai, the 

central values of fa’asāmoa are still intact, meaning that Samoans hold on to the importance 

of aiga where each individual is part of the community and everyone has a specific 

responsibility. 

It is vital to note that village church structures and organizations do vary. In the organization 

of the church, Sāmoa (and most of Polynesia) with their long tradition of the aristocracy, 

structured and organized the church according to their villages’ particular local cultural 

arrangements. In this regard, the chiefs have been divinely assigned to rule in the family, 

village,and religious life. The other social groupings give support through their own 

designated functions. The historical process in the blending of the aristocracy, ranking 

systems with the church systems, however, has not offered women any relief from structural 

adversities. Despite the fact that the hybridization and accommodation of the gospel message 

with social realities did make some changes in the life of the village church communities, it is 

inevitable that credit for the work is always taken by fa’afeagaiga. 

I explicitly outlined the merging of cultural, social and religious systems, ranging from the 

traditional or pre-contact era, the colonization period, modernization and post-modern era or 

globalization in my work summed in the introduction on violence against women in the 

Pacific.79 In the merging process, it is my contention that even though the Sāmoan 

organisational structure portrays women as having an important place, the leadership through 

the chiefly system and the mission of the church, is in reality dominated by male supremacy. 

Although there are now women who hold chiefly titles, they are a privileged minority. The 

church with similar hierarchical, institutional structure and teachings embraced the merging 

                                                 

77 Meleiseā, “To Whom Gods and Men Crowded,” 22.  
78 Meleisea, Change and Adaptations in Western Samoa, 6. 
79 See Joan A Filemoni-Tofaeono. “Bone of my Bones and Flesh of my Flesh”(Doctoral of Ministry dissertation, 
San Francisco Theological Seminary, 2004). 
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of the two systems as a way to assure the gaining of islander converts to the western-

influenced Christian religion. The patriarchal orientation of Christianity further enhanced 

male rule and dominance of the Sāmoan social organizations. Such a process I call the 

“hybrid culture of patriarchy.” The blending of patriarchal elements in both systems of the 

process set a seal of approval on women’s secondary status in the church in Sāmoa. At least 

in fa’amatai, tama’ita’i even though a selected few, were honoured as leaders based on their 

status, rank and mana-empowered gifts and potentials. In the introduced Christian church 

women were docile attachments to men. 

This docile attachment to men is made explicit in the church’s institutional practice of 

ordination to the church ministry. With the exception of the CCCAS which, in theory, allows 

the ordination of women, the majority of the Sāmoa churches do not ordain women. When 

the men are ordained, their wives stand, not beside but behind them, a symbol of secondary 

rank and insignificance. This institution is simply a promoter of inequality and division. It 

creates differences of worth between genders. The churchgoers, for example, are categorized 

in terms of lay-people, male and female deacons, ordained and non-ordained clergy, bishops, 

and so forth. This aspect is connected to the creation of ranks based on status, gender, sex, 

and merits of the faith commitment. There is also inconsistency in decisions on issues of 

justice. All too often, we can see here the “inconsistent praxis of social justice” within the 

church’s own life and structures.80 Structural violence against women in the church is evident 

in the forms of control, denial, and inequity. 

While further endorsed by patriarchal norms and values, the development of women’s 

potentialities within these church structures is either hindered or stalled due to male control. 

This contributes also to the lack of women’s participation in decision-making bodies and 

decision-making processes about moral issues that affect particularly women, children,and 

communities. Denial of women’s full participation in the church is linked to the 

categorization of status and rank as particular to the male gender. In the process of 

acculturation, for instance, it is observed that the: 

…[c]onsideration of rank and status in the village permeated the actual operation of these 

many church offices. The islanders appropriated offices that had been created in the churches 

                                                 

80 Wilma Jakobsen, 1998, 149-160. See footnote 56 (Ethics in Feminist Theology). 
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of the West and proceeded to emphasize the element of status in those positions far more than 

was true in the churches from which the offices had come.81 

The emphasis on “rank and status” is explicit in the operation of the congregational village 

churches. It is inevitable that“divisions and ranks were also fostered by the disciplinary 

practices of the church.”82 It is recalled, for instance, that “nothing about the Pacific Island 

churches has been so noticeable as their systems of discipline. Sometimes these have been 

attributed to the Puritan background of the missionaries from the LMS who first introduced 

Christianity in the region.”83 For example, deacon’s wives have been accorded a status of 

some honour. These women are referred to as the leading women of the congregation, and 

they also carry some responsibilities. They look after the furnishing of the pastor’s house and 

they care for village guests, who are always entertained in the pastor’s house.84 Being a 

spouse of a deacon and particularly a senior deacon or elder means a top honor for women in 

this church set-up, and their roles are specifically defined in terms of domesticity. 

Gender and sex orientations have been defined and shaped by church rules and policies. One 

of the major contributing factors to the distorted imaging of tama’ita’i and their being 

accorded a secondary positioning in the church is the ecclesial institution of marriage. 

Through Christian marriage, mana inherent in tama’ita’i gradually diminished in importance. 

It became a normal church tradition that in marriage celebrations, the biblical account of 

Adam and Eve, where Eve was drawn to her husband became one of the most cited verses. 

This biblical verse needs more attentive rereading, as it is completely quoted out of context. 

Truly, it was Adam who was drawn to Eve, his life.  

As has been explored in previous chapters, the co-sharing of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i and 

ali’i as two equal counterparts sharing in the ecclesial matrimony has not translated into a 

sense of equal partnership in the marriage relationship. The submission that is associated with 

domesticity as such becomes the norm and essence of Christian marriage. In sum, the 

church’s hierarchical structures legitimated by patriarchal ideas, consciously or 

subconsciously attached different values to people. These values formulate and shape ideas 

that people hold onto dearly. Values oriented toward and revolving around male rule, 

                                                 

81 Jakobsen, 75. 
82 Jakobsen, 75. 
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84 Jakobsen, 75. 



Chapter 5 

 

180 

 

authority and dominance have been deeply ingrained into people’s ethos and continue to be a 

cherished treasure. 

There was also a process negotiation in which missionary thought did not always 

predominate. On these other occasions, Sāmoan thought predominated. Allowing Christianity 

“to remold their lives to its form, the Samoans have taken the religious practices taught to 

them and fitted them into Samoan custom, making them a part of native culture.”85 Sounding 

disappointed, Keesing pointed out that “Christianity has changed Samoan theology a little, 

that is all. Otherwise, the people are mentally arrested, there is no religious questioning or 

conflict – everything is easy going. Christianity, instead of bursting the bonds of the old life, 

has been eaten up by it.”86 Whatever he meant by “eaten up”, Keesing was apparently 

oblivious to the wisdom of the Sāmoan forebearers in the way they integrated the good news 

about the Christian religion into their already existing religious virtues, which were not only 

Christian in comparison, but also specifically and uniquely Sāmoan. This uniquely Sāmoana 

religiosity and spirituality, such as offering hospitality to strangers in your midst was shared 

with the Judeo-Roman culture in which Christianity originated. 

I argue that the Sāmoan Christianity is a hybrid of the goodness from both religions. As an 

extension of the Sāmoan awe towards God: 

..the fa’amatai decided to place the new group, not as faifeau (the term means 

servant) but as fa’afeagaiga or similar to the tama’ita’i of the aiga and village. The 

fa’afeagaiga is to be like the covenant between brother and sister, man and woman. 

The foreign missionary was therefore given maximum protection and the privileges 

and rights of the tama’ita’i and was, in the eyes of the fa’amatai a group with similar 

responsibilities as the tama’ita’i.87 

I share Aiono Fana’afi’s view that the indigenous “wisdom of fa’amatai and its ability to take 

into consultative consideration the whole, not just the views and consideration of one aspect, 

has resulted in the best possible accommodation for both the foreign influence and the 

fa’amatai.”88 Fortunately, fa’amatai is flexible, adaptable and open to changes. Aiono 

Fana’afi sees it as: 

                                                 

85 Keesing, Modern Samoa,14. 
86 Keesing, Modern Samoa, 410. Keesing is also quoted by Holmes, “Ta’u,” 34. 
87 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture and Government,” 124. 
88 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture and Government,” 124. 
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...the ideal social organization, that is, the most appropriate arrangement of social 

groupings within the culture, its ability to cope with change and the introduction of 

new ideas has been demonstrably successful in many different spheres. The first 

example is the way the fa’amatai dealt with the introduction of Christianity. The 

arrival of the London Missionary Society in the early 19th century brought a new 

group – faifeau (the missionary) – into the ideal social organization ...”89 

And this marked the transformation and the adaptation of the Sāmoan religion into the 

Sāmoan Christian religion. However, alongside the merging of the Good News of both 

religions, was the obvious influence and impact of the cultures and 

...(t)he social changes brought about by the conversion of the Samoans to Christianity 

were far-reaching. They were based on the ideals of middle-class Victorian England, 

where the family unit was a nucleated one based on the husband as the breadwinner 

and wife as home-maker. The idea that women – not young men – should do the 

cooking was encouraged.90 

Not considering the impact of the introduced Victorian lifestyle on the place and status of the 

tama’ita’i Sāmoa, 

...the English middle-class ideas underpinned by Christian structures of morality 

regarding the proprieties of gender roles and the nature of marriage and the family 

were preached by the missionaries and actualised in the domestic arrangements of 

pastors, which became the model for the congregations.91 

Furthermore, “(w)hat was not appreciated by the English missionary exponents of the new 

morality were the gender attributes of women as sisters and their lifelong rights and loyalties 

to their natal kin-groups and villages.”92 Detrimentally hurtful was that they did not 

“comprehend the value and power of chiefly or aristocratic women in their own right, and 

their fundamental position and worth in the complex structures of political alliance and 

precedence.”93 

Contemporary Christianity and the Taupou System 

One of the conspicuous issues in contemporary Christianity in Sāmoa is the ritual of tattooing 

and the celebration of manhood. Tattooing was not only associated with the male ritual of 

coming of age, it was also the celebration of the power of his masculine sexuality. Male 

tattooing then became “a mark of young men ‘coming of age’” where he has passed from his 

                                                 

89 Le Tagaloa, “The Samoan Culture and Government,” 124. 
90 Lay, Murrow and Meleisea, Samoa, 51. 
91 Huntsman, “Commentary on Schoeffel and James,” 107. 
92 Huntsman, “Commentary on Schoeffel and James,” 107. 
93 Huntsman, “Commentary on Schoeffel and James,” 107. 
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minority years “into his majority, and considered himself entitled to the respect and privileges 

of mature years.”94 According to Turner, the “immorality connected with the custom of 

tattooing have led many to discountenance it; and it is, to a considerable extent, given up.”95 

This celebration is considered by the missionaries as contradictory to the Christian virtues of 

living a life in Christ of chastity and purity. The shedding of blood through tattooing was also 

seen as violent and inappropriate. Therefore, the missionaries were strict in enforcing the 

prohibition on professed Sāmoana Christians getting a tatau. 

Those that were already tattooed before conversion were exempted. And the professed 

Christians who got tatau were suspended from partaking in the Eucharist for a particular 

length of time. The prohibition of tatau by the missionaries is criticised by many today. I am, 

on the other hand, in support of the ban on the sexual activities that culminated as the finale 

for poula of celebration for the completion of tatau. These are not only in conflict with the 

Christian values but also with the indigenous religious teachings which promote also purity 

and chastity for both men and women. As discussed already, the taupou system makes 

leeway that allows tattooed men and high chiefs to be sexually active inside and outside of 

marriage as an expression of manhood and fruitfulness. 

The missionaries were successful in de-stabilising the taupou system by prohibiting poula 

and tagātatau (tattooing) for confirmed Christian Sāmoans. In Manua for instance, “The 

existence of an official and permanent taupou title passed with the death of the last Tui 

Manu’a in 1909”.96 And “(t)here has been no attempt to establish a permanent taupou in Ta’u 

village since 1925….” 97 Once taupou system was de-stabilised, “The disappearance of a 

permanent village taupou has all but eliminated the organization of aualuma (unmarried 

girls), which traditionally functioned as her entourage….It functions today as a component of 

the Women’s Committee which includes all village women.”98 But male infidelity is 

continuing in a different form in spite of men becoming Christians and vowing to abide by 

Christian virtues. Women, on the other hand, are expected to remain pure and chaste 

christians.  

                                                 

94 Huntsman, “Commentary on Schoeffel and James,” 67. 
95 Huntsman, “Commentary on Schoeffel and James,” 67. 
96 Holmes, “Tau,”72. 
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The youth were then sent to be trained and schooled at the manse under the guidance of the 

village clergy couple. It was only when they completed formal schooling that they became 

active aualuma members or leaders. This change did not devalue the importance of aualuma. 

Instead, it promoted its association with wifely roles and responsibilities expected of 

tama’ita’i even under the new arrangement of housing and educating the young aualuma and 

aumaga at the manse. And: 

...instances were observed where families insisted that a girl remain home and work, 

saying that her labour in the home would be much more valuable than any education 

the school could provide… Village life seldom demands anything more challenging 

than the ability to read the Samoan Bible and hymnal and the ability to read and write 

letters in Samoan…99 

After the establishment of the mission schools for the LMS girls, Atauloma and Papatua 

became a form of aualuma institutional school where the high ranking tama’ita’i of the 

earlier years were sent to train in preparation for becoming the wives of the pastors, who 

were also sons of the high chiefs. The taupou system, in my opinion, was not really 

abolished. It was reformed and integrated into the new religion of the now Christian Sāmoa. 

Purity and chastity were encouraged and upheld for young tama’ita’i at these mission 

boarding schools, with the ultimate expectation that a woman would be selected by a 

theological student as his wife and partner in the church mission. 

In theory, the indigenous fa’amatai and the Christian religion both greatly valued living a life 

of purity and chastity. In ancient Sāmoa, “chastity was ostensibly cultivated by both sexes.”100 

In practice, according to earlier missionary writings and observations: 

... it was more a name than a reality. From their childhood were familiar with the most 

obscene conversation; and a whole family, to some extent, herded together, 

immorality was the natural and prevalent consequences. There were exceptions, 

especially among the daughters of persons of rank; but they were the exceptions, not 

the rule.101 

The same can be said of the church. Adultery in ancient Sāmoa  

...was sadly prevalent, although often severely punished by private revenge. If the 

injured husband sought revenge in the blood of the seducer no one thought he had 
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done wrong. But the worst feature of the law of private revenge was that the brother, 

abor any near relation of the culprit, was as liable to be killed as himself.102 

This is a serious problem also in christianised Sāmoa and its church members and clergy. The 

majority of those victimised are women who opt to suffer in silence because the cost of being 

marginalised by society if they speak out is greater that enduring the abuse associated with 

their spouse’s promiscuous sexual activities.103 

A Critical Observation on Tagata’aga o Tama’ita’i in the Church 

With regards to tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in the previous discussion, there are four main 

shifts in the imaging of the tama’ita’i Sāmoa. Firstly, the missionaries’ attempt to centralise 

their mission work did not really fit in with the fa’asāmoa. The fa’amatai was not a 

centralised system. Rather, each village had its own system guided by the principles of 

fa’amatai. As a result, the physical setting, life, and practice of the church vividly manifest 

the mores and values of village communities. And to accommodate the fa’akerisiano, Samoa 

adjusted aspects of the fa’asāmoa by recruiting the sons and daughters of the high chiefs to 

be the first students at Malua, and Papauta and Atauloma. Through the training of these 

female and male Sāmoa elite as leaders, the men became the ones with the power to lead a 

parish or congregation, while the female became his wife working from behind him and 

walking several steps behind him as the second chief in command. The integration of the 

Christian faith was predominantly masculine and Sāmoan. In the process, fa’amatai adopted 

this male-led and headed Christianity and molded it according to their structural and 

institutional preferences. Undoubtedly, these great structures and institutions can largely be 

credited to the skills and hard labour of men with the untiring support of their wives. 

Secondly, the central location of the church building and the manse became symbolic of the 

dominance of the church in the village. The maota o ali’i sili then became the centre for the 

village and cultural functions. The maota o le fa’afeagaiga or manse became the center for 

church and government functions, taking over what was once the function of the high chief’s 

maota. This shift was possible because of the initial centrality of God Tagaloa’alagi and ali’i 

sili as the earthly representative of the ancient Sāmoan religion. So kinship, relational ties 

with humanity, cosmos and God valued by Christianity were already the central values of the 
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fa’amatai and Sāmoan spirituality and or indigenous religiosity.The whole life of the village 

in this sense is permeated by religion. The village affairs and activities are often accompanied 

by prayers.104 We can see here the centering of non-dualistic views and attitudes of the local 

village communities on the church. In other words, local village communities’ affairs also 

have been recognized and considered church or spiritual affairs.  

Thirdly, the presence of missionaries, who were all men, has not only introduced a new social 

and religious order, which is considered the most honorable, respectable and so forth, but has 

also invaded the cultural and religious fabric of the village commuity affairs. The 

participation of tama’ita’i in fa’amatai as leaders, prophetesses, priests, and mediators with 

the ancient gods has faded into the background. The male pastors, through the fa’akerisiano, 

took over these traditional roles of the tama’ita’i. In this sense, a distinctively male-

dominated and led church was introduced. Tama’ita’i as traditional sacred leaders were not 

recognised and their mana in religious, cultural worship and ceremonies was demonised. 

These introduced structural and institutional change overthrew the sacred power of the 

tama’ita’i which kept the covenant of gender relationality in balance. In this sense, a 

distinctively male-dominated society has been created and has partly contributed to the 

overthrow of the mana of tama’ita’i in religious and cultural worship and ceremonies. 

Undoubtedly structural and institutional change means an abrupt change and captivation of 

the integrity and self-imaging of women. 

In accepting Christianity Sāmoa began a process of acculturation, assimilation, adaptation 

and integration of the village social structures and organizations was conditioned according to 

the value system of the LMS mission church. This fourth aspect means that, through this 

process, a lot of the values specific to the place and space of the tama’ita’i were 

compromised, removed and or tabooed. Put simply, the village becomes the church and vice-

versa. In this merger, both the church and the village were led and governed by men. 

Tama’ita’i became the backbone of both systems; their presence, predominantly in the 

kitchen, was visible but the voices were muted or silenced. Again, we see here that the 

understanding of gender status in the context of most village churches is primarily in favor of 

male lineage. This means that, for women, their gender and sex orientations are defined 

principally on secondary and subservient grounds. Inextricably related to this is the fact that 
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women’s labours in the church, though appreciated, are not highly valued. The village and 

churches are led by men, while the women are relegated to supporting roles.  

Often in some church contexts, women are treated like toes: seen but insignificant, visible yet 

invisible. In many cases, the interests of women and children are often not even mentioned or 

considered. In other church set-ups, women are confined to service from the kitchen. Sayings 

like “behind a good leader is a good wife” were commonly cited to keep women happy as a 

helpmeet. Those that wanted to walk side by side with the husbands were criticised and 

mocked until there was no strength in their bones to keep on moving. 

The call by global bodies to recognize women as leaders and equal partners of men has taken 

a positive turn for both Sāmoa for instance. More and more villages are re-acknowledging 

that the tama’ita’i Sāmoa are also the heirs of their family land and titles. There is a slow but 

steady rise in the number of tama’ita’i as chiefly leaders and as leaders in various 

departments in both governments. It is only in the church that women are yet to be leaders 

and where there is a strong mentality that only men should be ordained and be leaders. The 

division of labour is still obvious. Women are mostly confined to the kitchen while mostly 

men make the decisions. I see here a friction in the Sāmoa understanding of tama’ita’i as the 

“pupil in the brother’s eyes” and inheritor of a central place in the family, and the contrasting 

reality seen in the society, community and specifically in the church. This friction is deeply 

rooted in the understanding of human sexuality, gender and the understanding of the body, 

and the possessors of the body which was also in a way contradictory to the missionary 

understanding.  

It is important to reiterate that the earlier or first Sāmoan pastors and their spouses were the 

children of the high ranking chiefs. The aristocrat class or high ranking chiefly families were 

not only the decision-makers in the fa’amata’i, but their sons and daughters were also the 

decision makers in the church. And with the establishment of the faifeau as the new class in 

the fa’asāmoa, their children inherited equal or higher ranking that the children of the high 

chiefs. It was natural then that these pastors and their wives from high ranking chiefly 

families or children of pastors were bestowed with honorable fa’alupega as fa’afeagaiga in 

fa’amata’i-like church structure. And like a continuous cycle, “in the absence of a paramount 

reference point, …the criteria of marital desirability are multiple, and children of eminent 
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Samoan pastors and successful entrepreneurs are seen as worthy partners of illustrious 

chiefs.”105 As a result, both systems worked hand in hand to uphold ranks and status that were 

the core values of the indigenous fa’amatai. The only difference is that the sacred and the 

secular got separated by the Christian religion. Yet in practice, the Sāmoans see both as 

inseparable from the existing fa’amatai sociometric wheel. As for tama’ita’i: 

...the pre-Christian high value and status of chiefly women (primarily as members of 

their natal villages and as sources of conduits of rank, and secondarily as consorts 

establishing political alliances …with powerful chiefs) were denied by the new 

Christian proprieties of gender relations, as well as by new ideas about sources of 

sanctity and power.106 

Besides this, “the gradual decrease in emphasis upon the spiritual authority of a sister is being 

accompanied by an increase in her claim to exercise secular and political authority in āiga 

affairs.”107 Amidst the inevitable impact of change, hierarchy remains “an intrinsically 

gendered concept in Tonga and Samoa, exemplified respectively in the institutions of fahu 

and feagaiga.”108 Therefore, “in the Christian nation-states of today, chiefliness still prevails, 

but its underpinnings are no longer the hierarchy of sanctity of the past in which women 

figures so prominently.109” 

Most important for tama’ita’i Sāmoa is the fact that in fa’amatai, they “archetypically as 

sisters, remain highly significant persons…”110 And overall “[i]n social life the church still 

forms the essential stabilizing, regulating, and integrative force: sanctioning the only kinship 

and matai systems together with traditional customs, providing new outlets in place of those 

passing or passed …and making adjustments and fusion between the old way and the new.”111 

And for centuries “Samoa is known throughout the South Pacific for their enduring matai 

system.”112 For instance, in favor of fa’asāmoa and fa’amatai, the independent nation of 

Sāmoa: 

[in] the Village Fono Act 1990 formally recognised the village council of matai and 

their exercise of power and authority within their villages, which had largely kept 
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peace and harmony in the absence of a central government police force for hundreds 

of years, and continued to do so even after Samoa became an independent state.113 

Summary 

This chapter has discussed how Tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i Sāmoa was shaped, molded and 

transformed by the Christian religion. Attempts have also been made to unveil the deeply 

embedded influences of the indigenous religious beliefs that slowed or even blocked such 

changes. Within this formation, the alternating and shifting realities of tagata’aga o le 

tama’ita’i have been disclosed by revisiting the indigenous religio-cultural experiences and 

its abrupt overthrow and lessening of values, worth and the integrity of tama’ita’i. I have also 

discussed the imperial conceptions and integration of the doctrines of the new religion, the 

church, with all its religio-cultural developments related to distorted perceptions and realities 

of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. 

On the one hand, the structural and spiritual institutions of the Christian religion has freed 

tama’ita’i from some of the cultural wrappings that kept her submissive and domesticated. 

On the other hand, however, the new religious order established by the church has 

contributed more to the relegation of tama’ita’i to secondary and submissive statuses and 

roles. These are inevitable in a systemic web of cultural addresses such as faletua and tausi, 

and with the expected norms and values, coined or imposed upon tama’ita’i. In the historical 

shaping process, tagata’aga and fa’asinomaga (identity) of tama’ita’i become subjective and 

secondary. 

The traditional shift in the self-imaging of tama’ita’i has been intensified and propagated by 

the compatible self-shaping stimulus of the Christian religion. Pushed further by the 

Victorian model of an ideal woman, principally as housewife and helpmeet, tagata’aga o le 

tama’ita’i then has become more entangled in obscurity. At the very root of this divisive 

schematization lies the church’s doctrine of God who formed and made the human-being in 

accordance to the divine image. In this teaching, God is a masculine Creator who is addressed 

in a trinitarian formula as Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. While theologically oriented in such a 

predominantly masculine way, the majority of Christians, especially males, hold onto the 

conception that God and God’s image as solely masculine. Besides this theological 

assumption, it is also clear that the division of education between academic or intellectual 
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training for men and practical or domestic disciplines for women, as imposed by the 

Christian-mission education system, also widened the gap between the rational ali’i and the 

allegedly irrational tama’ita’i. 

Throughout this exposition, I have attempted to sustain the basic conviction that fa’amatai is 

an indigenous religion that does not pose any division of the sacred and the secular. Rather it 

functions on the basis of a holistic dualism where the sacred is part of the social and vice-

versa. Yet, the abrupt split of this indigenous religion through the processes of 

christianisation and civilization have inspired transformational changes that work more 

towards self-empowerment and individual freedom. The clear split of the two realms has 

developed into distinctive differentiations whereby, in our case here, tagata’aga o le 

tama’ita’i has been imbued with secondary and submissive identifications.  

In retrospect to fa’amatai, it is crystal clear that “[t]he spiritual was so much a part of life.… 

When the missionaries saw how we were devoted to our own gods, they took our beliefs and 

adapted them.”114 All in all, the purpose and goals of both groups were achieved. What is 

called Christian Samoa is actually the adaptation of applicable Christian values into fa’amatai 

with a name change of Atua Tagaloa to Ieova, YHWH of the Christian religion. Later Ieova, 

the transliteration of YHWH was replaced with Atua, which is an indigenous reference 

without the specific name Tagaloa’alagi for the indigenous God. The rest of the transformed 

social, cultural, and religious aspects of fa’amatai religion remained. It must also be pointed 

out that the fa’amatai democracy, as in the modern form of democracy, has liberating 

elements for both genders. Unfortunately, those that have been chosen as leaders so far in 

both forms of democracy have been mostly men. And these male leaders favoured systems 

that marginalised women. The church in both Sāmoa is no exception. 

Christianity and colonisation went hand in hand. They brought about transformation, 

affirmation, and changes that also had some impacts and setbacks as discussed above – as 

well as repercussions, be they social, cultural, religious or theological. Any change needs to 

go through the sifting process of assimilation, accommodation, and acculturation. On the 

positive side, changes and transformation open the gates to new ideological epochs, as in case 

of Christianity in Sāmoa. For any growth to take place, dying and the process of death must 

happen in order for new life to flourish. Sāmoan traditions that were not life-affirming had to 
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die in order to give life, especially for those that were directly affected by the death 

experiences of those practices. 

The next section will specifically concentrate on the talanoaga and talatalaga of the living 

realities regarding what it is like to be a tama’ita’i living “within and without” a gendered 

church and the social, cultural and religious “gaps” and “space.” The following talanoaga 

features a talatalaga of the commonly shared experiences of tama’ita’i in the so-called 

“gendered church,” and points out the existence of the gaps of exclusion and the space of 

inclusion that have influenced the imaging of tama’ita’i in the church and society. Inevitably 

the gendered church institutionally and doctrinally places more significance on the status, 

place, and role of ali’i over against tama’ita’i.115 
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Chapter 6 Theology of Tama’ita’i ma le Ava Fatafata: God-talking 

Tama’ita’i in the “I-WE-Thou” Covenant of Relational Space 
 

Ona faia lea e le Atua o le tagata i lona fa’atusa, o le 

fa’atusa o le Atua na ia faia ai o ia, na faia e ia o i laua 

o le tane ma le fafine. (Kenese 1:27) 

So God created humankind in his (sic) image, in the 

image of God he (sic) created them; male and female he 

(sic) created them. (Genesis 1:27, NRSV)1 

Introduction 

A closer look at indigenous Sāmoa and fa’akerisiano/fa’asāmoa (christianised Samoan way 

of life) in the previous chapters reveal that, in spite of the centrality of the tama’ita’i in the 

fa’amata’i, her true essence as a human being has been determined solely by her becoming 

first and foremost a wife, the heir-bearer and the mother of the children that she is supposed 

to sire in the union. This is seen by many, women included, as the norm for being woman. As 

stated already earlier, this is not the issue of concern. Theologically, the concept of 

motherhood is liberating when woman is likened to Mother Earth, the life-giving source from 

an ecologically-centred spirituality and perspective. But that is not the focus of this work. 

Instead it takes as its problem the idealisation of motherhood and especially wifehood as the 

ideal and primary role for a tama’ita’i Samoa.  

The talanoaga (polylogue) within the previous chapters lay out clearly how the imaging of 

tama’ita’i is shaped by the mixture of patriarchal systems operating in Samoa. And the un-

layering through the talatalaga/critical hermeneutic clarifies why and how motherhood and 

wifehood are idealised, and continue to greatly shape the imaging of tama’ita’i Sāmoa today. 

Progress is and has been slow because of the embeddedness of these socio-cultural-religious 

teachings in our psyche, and because our “experience is culturally mediated and interpreted 

by the symbols and images which shape our lives.”2 The Christian teaching about women 

being the helpmeet of their husbands has been the most influential of all. In Sāmoa for 

instance, with regards to mother-hood and wife-hood, Eve features as an example of a bad 

                                                 

1 See Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox, 1982), 22-39. Note that I have kept the non-inclusive 
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best to be as inclusive as it should be where it is applicable. 
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“helpmeet”/woman. She is blamed solely for the fall of humanity through her act of 

disobedience. Sāmoan women, therefore, are told and reminded in songs, poems, articles, and 

especially in citations of the second creation story, that they are to refrain from being “Eves” 

and that they should be submissive to their husbands as was the intention in their being 

created out of the “rib of Adam.” In contrast, Mary, the mother of Jesus is the new Eve or the 

“good woman” who obeyed God and silently accepted her fate. She is modelled as the ideal 

Christian woman.This will be discussed further below on how comparing and contrasting Eve 

and Mary, one over against the other in the church’s biblical teachings has promoted 

competitiveness and horizontal oppression among women.  

The talanoaga and talatalaga below focus primarily on the overlap of traditional Christian 

theology and teachings with the indigenous reference. It is the existence of this overlap that 

this chapter addresses, articulating the urgent need for a theological anthropology of 

tama’ita’i in the light and hope for an engendered Sāmoan and Sāmoana church. The 

questions raised as the core concern of this work led to the stories of not only indigenous 

women but also stories of the universality of the submission of women. From analysis of 

these stories it is discovered that patriarchy is the strongest root holding this ideology firmly 

in the cultural-religious and biblical traditions. As a solution fofō alamea is employed to find 

the liberating clues within the biblical and socio-cultural-religious narratives. 

Theological Anthropology of Tama’ita’i 

This work responds with a context-specific (for tama’ita’i Sāmoa) and universally applicable 

(tama’ita’i Sāmoana) alternative by using critical and analytical lens of the tama’ita’i to 

challenge the patriarchal mindset and to un/re-cover the significance of the female and the 

feminine in the Bible and the indigenous sacred texts. The following talanoaga (narrating) 

traces the marks of inter-connection that bind together the tama’ita’i Sāmoa stories with 

stories and experiences of oppression and submission of women across cultures, tradition and 

socio-religion. In the talatalaga of the oppressive pieces of the patriarchal tapestry, one finds 

the lost, the forgotten and omitted strands that are necessary to complete a redesigning of the 

human mat according to the image of God as in the first creation narrative in Genesis 1. The 

interweaving of the international feminist theologies and theories with the tama’ita’i theology 

is necessary and relevant for the church in Sāmoa in its call for peace and justice for all of 

humanity and creation. 
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At the moment there is a va (as negated gap) in this call prohibiting actions for a just world 

because the va (as space/place) of women is not yet recognised. In searching and finding that 

space and place, the following section shows clearly how women worldwide experience the 

same dilemma of being subject to the rule of the men in their lives. In laying out my 

construction of tama’ita’i in the image of God, I consult the scholarship of some of the 

renown scholars as examples of one pathway that has been laid out already by women of 

other contexts on the very issue addressed here. Their writings highlight the effects and 

affects of subordination in the life of women globally.  

Particular to this theological chapter is the usage of the inner power of the tama’ita’i to 

transform, liberate and effect the much needed positive changes through: 1) embracing the 

voice of tama’ita’i/liberation-feminist women in their call for the re-maging of woman in the 

image of God; 2) liberating the negated imaging of motherhood and wifehood, citing the 

contrast of Eve, the bad woman with Mary, the good woman or new Eve as an example; 3) 

re-constituting the high status of sisters as tama’ita’i, as a way to re-introduce the liberating 

aspects of our indigenous religion, in as much as we have only lamenting its loss thus far 

without taking any practical action towards reviving these aspects. 

Tama’ita’i Sāmoa(na) Theology: A(Universal)Feminist-Liberation Theology 

Tama’ita’i theology takes to heart the concerns raised throughout this work. It is a Sāmoan 

version of feminist liberation theology because its emphasis is also on the liberation of and 

the recognition of the full humanity of women. It is slightly different conceptually and in 

point of departure from the above theologies. Feminist liberation theology, in general, begins 

with the oppression of women through the inconsistent and unequal treatment of women and 

men. Tama’ita’i theology, on the other hand, starts with the privileged positioning and 

location of the tama’ita’i in the Samoa sociometric wheel, which camouflages its patriarchal 

wrappings. From this perspective, the visible yet invisible patriarchal strands in tagata’aga o 

le tama’ita’i are fluidly alive within the structure of fa’asāmoa.  

The current Sāmoan form of patriarchy only becomes visible when it is used to suit the 

system and to keep those spinning the sociometric wheel in control. The family is ruled by 

the father and society is governed by men. Tama’ita’i, on the other hand, inherits through 

marriage the idealised role of wife and mother which binds her primarily to the domestic 

realm. Even though she does not lose her ascribed, privileged status as tama’ita’i, wifehood 

and motherhood has been made her expected priority role. In other words, a drastic shift takes 
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a full turn once she becomes the wife of her husband and especially when she lives with him 

in his family. Her role as a wife and mother then takes precedence over her role as 

tama’ita’i.3 

Women are loyal custodians of these cultural views and they often “accept abuse as a normal 

part of marriage, and submit because they respect their partner as head of the household.”4 In 

legitimating this secondary status, Sāmoans often argue that their women play a dual role as 

feagaiga (sister) and nofotane (wife).5 I stress here what I discussed already, that wifehood is 

a later development in christianised Sāmoa. One role is not above or below the other. Women 

were/are honoured in their status as tama’ita’i, even if they are married. Citing and knowing 

the fa’alupega of the guests in any setting is central to the fa’amatai and a gesture of respect 

and honour. When a couple is welcomed for example, the host often acknowledges, not only 

the fa’alupega (a set of formal greetings) of the husband but also that of the wife, as a way to 

honour where they come from as individuals. 

In the re-imaging of the tama’ita’i, the exclusive language must be liberated. I advocate and 

uphold for the use of to’alua and avā instead of nofotane. As a to’alua (spouse) the tama’ita’i 

is not subservient to her husband, his sisters and his family. Rather, she takes the partnership 

role of a spouse, and companion of her husband in fulfilling his ascribed duty to look after his 

feagaiga (sacred sisters), parents and family. Even in marriage according to indigenous 

wisdom, the principles of feagaiga or covenant are continued and respected in all 

relationships.  

Tama’ita’i theology critiques and analyses the hidden layers beneath the privileging of 

tama’ita’i Sāmoa, especially in cases where fa’amatai is used to benefit only the male-folk. 

This theology, like the feminist liberation theologies, is not only biblically grounded, it is also 

contextually relevant for Sāmoa and Sā Moana (Oceania) and applicable to Sāmoana 

(globally). It is a theology that advocates for women and men in partnership in all spheres of 

                                                 

3 See Latu Latai, “Covenant Keepers: A History of Samoan (LMS) Missionary Wives in the Western Pacific from 
1839 to 1979” (PhD diss., Australian National University, 2016). Latai blames the missionaries for the loss of 
the feagaiga status of tama’ita’i through their emphasis on the importance of the role of the wife in the 
family. 
4 Samoa Family Health and Safety Study, 3. 
5 Michiko Ete-Lima for instance in her Master’s thesis theologises the role of the nofotane making Jesus a 
nofotane in his servant role. This is also discussed in Latu K. Tusafa’aa’efili, Specific Discussion on the Brother-
Sister Relation, see also See Latu Latai, “Changing Covenants in Samoa? From Brothers and Sisters to Husbands 
and Wives?” Oceania 85, no. 1 (2015): 92–104. 
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life as God’s equally created human beings. Here is where tama’ita’i theology dialogues, 

intersects and crosses roads with the theology of the late Professor Letty Russell. Her 

writings inspired me so much, especially her book Becoming Human, which provided some 

clues on what I needed in my search for an answer to the problem of gender-based violence 

in the church.6 I am in total agreement with her claim that it is our common humanity that 

binds us. 

Most of the concepts Russell has developed in her writings are not new, as they are also the 

core socio-cultural-religious principles guiding our lives as Christian Sāmoa. The difference 

is in the way she has given them (partnership, authority, church in the round, service, love) a 

re/newed reading, in-depth meaning and refreshed theological interpretations. Russell’s 

theologising has had a profound effect on me as a person, academic, and believer, and on my 

“becoming human” and “being tama’ita’i” in this time and at this particular place. This is 

reflected in a conscious choice to dialogue mostly with her thoughts in this chapter. 

The clue that I needed was to re-image tama’ita’i as humans and women made in the image 

of God, and to re-constitute their place and space as citizens of the aiga, family/kin-dom of 

God. In researching the Sāmoa/Oceania context specifically, I stress my claim that the 

problem lies in the way Sāmoan women and men are imaged and socialised in their being and 

becoming human. Speaking in a collective voice, I have come to the realisation that the “I-

Me” self is yet to be woman because the “I-We” collective self is yet to be recognised as fully 

human. 

Tama’ita’i theology advocates for the recognition of the full humanity of women and is my 

personal-collective response to a com/passionate yearning to be the human and the woman 

God created me to be. And feminism, borrowing from Russell’s definition, “is a word that 

advocates for the women and not a word against men as is commonly assumed. It is pro the 

needs of women: needs that cannot be met without change in the lives of both men and 

women. Feminism is advocacy of the full humanity of all women together with all men.”7 In 

light of Russell’s definition, I also as a tama’ita’i theologian or a feminist liberation 

theologian define feminism as representing “a search for liberation from all forms of 

                                                 

6 Letty M. Russell, Becoming Human (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1982). 
7 Letty Russell, “Faith Feminism and the Church,” Weavers’ Consultation on Women’s Theology – Pacific 
Perspectives, Report by South Pacific Association of Theological Schools (Suva: Pacific Theological College, 26-
30 November, 1995), 33. 
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dehumanization by those who advocate full human personhood for people of every race, 

class, sex, sexual orientation, ability or age.”8 

Mamanuina:Designing of Tama’ita’i Theology 

International feminists’ theories and thought are interwoven in this discussion, providing a 

critical lens on the global effect and affects of the submission of women. The principles of 

Ava fatafata shapes the weaving of the un-woven tama’ita’i strands as well as the re-weaving 

/interweaving of the common living human with human’s liberation theology/ies. This 

relational re-weaving and inter-weaving begins with laying the first creation narrative 

(Gen.1:26-27) as the cornerstone on which this work is built. The foundational teaching that 

all human beings are created in the image of God is re-presented as the model in which the 

tama’ita’i is re-imaged in the image of God. The contextual theological anthropology of 

tama’ita’i calls and challenges the gendered church to be a transformative agent by 

respecting and honouring tama’ita’i as human beings equally created with ali’i in the divine 

image. It is only in this way that the church can become engendered and liberating, thus 

envisioning holistic salvation for both genders.  

In short, the theo-anthropological discussion will be centred on humanity in God: “how God 

sees us and how we see ourselves before and in response to God...”9 In and through this 

relationship, we live not according to a hierarchy with God but we live as inter/connected 

relational persons/beings with God our sacred centre. Being the creation of God, we must in 

our daily journey strive to uphold the image of the one in whom we are imaged. And in that 

image we model a Christ-centred relationship with each other, with creation and the Divine. 

According to Rosemary Radford Reuther, “the correlation of original and authentic human 

nature (imago Dei/Christ) over against diminished and fallen humanity has traditionally 

provided the basic structure of classical Christian theology.”10 She rightly adds that “the 

uniqueness of feminist theology is not the critical principle of ‘full humanity’ but that women 

claim this principle for themselves. Women name themselves as subjects of authentic and full 

humanity.”11 

                                                 

8 Russell, “Faith Feminism and the Church,” 33. 
9 Denise D. Hopkins and Michael S. Koppel, Grounded in the Living Word: The Old Testament and Pastoral Care 
Practises (Michigan: Grand Rapids, 1989), 54. 
10 Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation: A Method o Correlation,” in Feminist Interpretation of 
the Bible, ed. Letty Russell (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1985), 115. 
11 Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation, 115. 
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Lalagaina: Weaving the Tama’ita’i Sāmoana tapestry 

This formulation will explicitly revolve around the notion of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. The 

contextual construction juxtaposes an interconnected cultural-religious hermeneutic of 

tama’ita’i as feagaiga, tama sā, and ilāmutu. This proposed sacred-secular triadic circle of 

tama’ita’i critically calls for a reweaving and interweaving of the Christian biblical and 

doctrinal teaching on the image of God with the egalitarian indigenous Sāmoan 

understanding of God. In other words, the kernel of the theology of ava fatafata is about re-

imaging tama’ita’i in the ‘va’ (relational space and place). Va, as Bradd Shore notes in his 

discussion on the person, personality, and character in Samoa, is closely linked to the notion 

of “person” and persons-in-relations.  

In caring for the ‘va’ of persons in relationships, one is made conscious of the very presence 

of the other person and acts or behaves accordingly.12 Care for/of va in this understanding is 

similar to the Greek saying of “to know thyself” or “be true to thine own self.”13 One begins 

with knowing his/her va first in relation to the others before one expects the other to know 

their va with him/her. In this relational va, each individual knows that s/he is connected to 

and inseparable from God and the cosmos. And the most important va is that of humanity 

with God.  

This chapter employs fofō alamea wisdom in finding the available solution deep within the 

very system critiqued. Fofō alamea as a concept is particular to Sāmoa, but the philosophy 

behind this concept is not new and has been used widely and universally. This thought is also 

shared by feminists Hunt and Neu who pointed out that “Christianity has been a source of 

oppression of women, as well as a resource for unleashing women’s full humanity.”14 Let us 

now briefly focus on the biblical and Christian doctrines, especially the first account of the 

creation of the humankind, and see how they present the male and female in the image of 

God. I will confine the discussion to the first creation narrative or the priestly account, 

                                                 

12 Samoan academics in the like of Melanie Anae use teu le va as a Samoan contextual methodology. I am 
sceptical of ‘teu le va’ as a concept or methodology because of the way it has been used and applied to 
promote peace through silencing and making people silent. After seeing first hand through my career as a 
helping professional how the application of teu le va has kept victims of all forms of abuse in bondage, I do not 
call such actions as caring for relations. Instead, teu le va or caring for the space/relationship becomes a 
hindrance to restorative justice and activism for right actions. 
13 Bradd Shore, Salailua: A Samoan Mystery (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 136. 
14 Mary E Hunt & Diann L. Neu, Introduction,” in New Feminist Christianity: Many Voices, Many Views,eds. 
Mary E. Hunt & Diann L. Neu (Woodstock, Vermont: Sky Light Paths Publishing, 2010), xv. 
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particularly Gen.1:26 & 27, with some references to the second creation narrative or the 

Jahwist account, when necessary. 

The Image of God in the First Creation Account (Genesis.1:1-2:4a) 

The Bible begins in Genesis.1:1-2:4a with the first creation story about the whole universe 

“coming into being” in six days through the creative “speech or word” of God.15 In this 

account commonly known as the Priestly tradition, “God speaks the world and humanity into 

existence ...”16 Although the work of the priestly writers is presented as the first account, 

Genesis 1 “is a product of theological reflection by later editors from the time after the exile 

in Babylon.”17 In the narrative, God saw that the cosmos created with speech was good. On 

the sixth day after the plants and animals, the first humans, both male and female, were 

created as the last of God’s creation.18 This action by the Word of God has distinguished 

humankind from other created beings in terms of their social, moral, spiritual and intellectual 

natures. In sum, in a fourfold order, human beings in the first creation narrative were firstly, 

created equally in the image of God, secondly blessed as individuals, thirdly, told to procreate 

and multiply, and fourthly, care for the creation as stewards.19 

This creation narrative is a story about the successful creative artwork of God with Word and 

God’s satisfaction with the goodness of the created order. Told in the third person by the 

priestly narrator, God’s creation of the world by “word”’ alone climaxed on the sixth day 

with the making of humankind. A female and a male were created in God’s image and 

created according to God’s likeness. God rested on the seventh day. Both human beings 

sophisticatedly share in the responsibilities of caring and to have dominion over the fish of 

the sea, the birds of the air and all the moving living things upon God’s created earth (Gen. 

                                                 

15 According to Genesis.1:1-2:3. God created the whole cosmos by speech as indicated by the verb ‘barah’ 
16 Toni Craven, “Creation Story” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, eds. Letty M. Russell and J.Shannon 
Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 61. 
17 Letty Russell, Becoming Human (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1982), 62. 
18 For more information on the Priestly source, see for instance Bernard W. Anderson, Understanding the Old 
Testament (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1986), 451-2. 
19 Feminists are also actively engaged critically in the use of the language of ‘subdue’ and ‘submission’ with 
regards to the environment and humans domineering attitude and abuse of creation. All of creation must be 
liberated, not just women, as all are the creation of the Creator. 
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1:28).20 The message in Genesis 1:27 is simple and clear: that male and female bear the image 

and likeness of God and were blessed by God.21 

The Image of God in Christian Doctrine: Critical Analysis 

It is our human reasoning and construction that differentiated humankind from other 

components of the divine creation. This has greatly impacted the biblical and theological 

meaning of the divine resolve to make both, male and female, in God’s image. History has it 

that “the Christian churches have been so often a ‘world without women.’ Women were cast 

in the roles of ‘others’ by suffering estrangement and marginalization...”22 The doctrine of the 

image of God in humankind takes Genesis.1:26f as its founding biblical text even though it is 

still among the most debated and controversial of Biblical accounts. Throughout the historical 

development of the doctrine of the image of God, the major theological emphasis has been 

shaped, informed and empowered by the patriarchal ideas and institutions that favoured 

hierarchal rankings and social categorisations. 

A Misinterpretation of Genesis.1:26 & 27 

It is clear in the first creation narrative that both male and female “bear the image of God and 

share in God’s blessing.”23 However, “the customary English translation of ’adam in v. 27 as 

“man” rather than as “humankind” is inaccurate and leads to the false conclusion that if man 

is in God’s image, God must be masculine.”24 According to Russell, this account has been 

“used over and over to justify the domination over women and other subordinate groups”25 

Yet, “the text indicates only that there is some unspecified resemblance between male and 

female and God. The use of the parallel term ‘likeness’ or similarly along with ‘image’: in 

v.26 serves... to keep the meaning as unspecific as possible and preserve the freedom of 

God.”26 So instead of stressing the dominance of one over the other, the emphasis is “that the 

                                                 

20 The root word for sophisticated is Sophia - a Greek word which means wisdom.  
21 I have chosen to just briefly touch on the imago Dei instead of doing an in depth research on the concept 
itself due to the availability of space and since this thesis is developing a Contextual / Samoan theological 
anthropology of tama’ita’i Samoa. 
22 Ursula King, “Journey Thus Far: An Overview of feminist Perspectives from Around the World,” in 
Engendering Theological Education for Transformation, Report of the Lutheran World Federation (Montreux 
Switzerland, 5-8 November 2001), 29. 
23Letty Russell, Becoming Human (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1982),62. 
24Russell, Becoming Human, 62-3. 
25Russell, Becoming Human, 64. 
26Russell, Becoming Human, 64-5. 
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image has to do with the totality of the human person in relation to God, and as such is not 

reducible to one or another quality such as rationality, spirituality or even sexuality.”27 

Biblical Mis-Translation in Samoan Vernacular 

The very root of the contextual theological crisis in relation to tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i lay 

in the inaccuracy of the translation of Genesis.1:26 & 27. No one bears the blame for the 

mistranslation of the text. However, the generations that followed entertained the re-telling of 

what has been written without a critical re-reading and re-interpretation of the two verses. For 

instance, the Samoan Bible translation of Gen.1:27 for “male” and “female” is inaccurate. 

Originally, “male” is translated as tane (informal word for husband) and for the female, it is 

fafine, a derogatory term for the wife. In translating man as tane and woman as fafine, it 

indicates that God created them as husband and wife and that it is only inbecoming husband 

and wife that the man and woman are qualified to bear the divine image. Presumably, this 

inaccuracy in translation, which has led to misinterpretations, is based on assumptions about 

the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. In so doing, the whole intention and 

central motif of the theology of the priestly narrative on the image of God in both the male 

and female are misunderstood and misappropriated.  

To be contextually relevant and culturally appropriate from a theo-anthropological viewpoint, 

the translation of the two key verses should be tama / ali’i for male, and, teine / tama’ita’i for 

female. From a feminist critical point of view, in particular, the translation of female as fafine 

is not only incorrect but an inappropriate derogatory address not fitting for this particular text. 

Fafine connotes that the woman is either married or a sexually active loose woman. In the 

narrative, God first created two distinct pure individuals as tama/male and teine/female. It 

was after their creation, in the following verse (Gen1:28) that God blessed them and by 

saying to them to be fruitful and multiply, thus sanctioning them as a couple. The immediacy 

of this union as a couple is not given. 

This is why the usage of tane to refer to the male and, fafine to refer to the female is a 

mistranslation and a misinterpretation of the text in Sāmoan. This translation in the local 

vernacular indicates that Adam and Eve were created as a couple. The first creation story 

clearly presents the human beings as uniquely male and female created in the image of God. 

A proper translation therefore of Gen 1:27 using the inclusive language should be: “…ona 

                                                 

27Russell, Becoming Human, 65. 
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faia lea e le Atua o le tagata i lona fa’atusa, o i laua o le ali’i ma le tama’ita’i.” God as Atua 

in the Sāmoan language is non-gendered, hence the use of “Ia” as a neutral pronoun to refer 

to God. This is more inclusive than most of the translations in English that persistently use 

the personal male pronoun “his image,” for instance, to refer to God as male. The God-

Creator in the priestly narrative is non-gendered Divinity, therefore a non-gendered yet 

inclusive divine image in humankind.  

The current translation in the Sāmoan Bible of Genesis 1:27 stand as; ‘Ona faia lea e le Atua 

o le tagata i lona fa’atusa, o le fa’atusa o le Atua na Ia faia ai o ia, na faia e ia o i laua o le 

tane ma le fafine.’ I have replaced tane with ali’i and fafine with tama’ita’i. I am claiming 

that it is the usage of fafine in the Samoan translation that upholds the mind frame that 

women are/were created as wives, therefore they are secondary.  

There is no indication of such an understanding in the first creation narrative in Genesis at all. 

Even in their role as wives and mothers, this text does not allude to a shift from the woman 

being equally created in God’s image to a secondary being when they are one with the man, 

as a couple. The inaccuracy of this translation in the Sāmoan vernacular contributes to the 

misinterpretation of the narrative by saying that God created the two as husband and wife. 

The translation must reflect the clarity in the order that they were firstly created as male and 

female. Secondly, God blessed them with an approval to be ‘fruitful and multiply.’ This 

command was given only after they were blessed to be one as a ulugali’i (couple): 

tane/toalua (husband), and ava/toalua (wife). 

I am aware that repetitiveness is important in Hebrew for betonung (emphasis). The actual 

inclusive translation should be, Ona faia lea e le Atua o le tagata i lona fa’atusa, o le fa’atusa 

o le Atua na Ia faia ai o ia, na faia e ia o i laua o le ali’i ma le tama’ita’i28. This is not 

necessary in the Samoan language, as the emphasis is already in the proposed translation 

…ona faia lea e le Atua o le tagata i lona fa’atusa, o i laua o le ali’i ma le tama’ita’i. 

Omitting o le fa’atusa o le Atua na Ia faia ai o ia, na faia e ia does not change the meaning of 

the Genesis.1:27. Both translations can be used. As alluded to earlier, fafine is an informal 

address for married women and used derogatorily to describe a single female that is 

promiscuous and sexually active. It is from this framework that the image of God in the male 

                                                 

28 Note the italic bold translation indicate that the meaning of the translation does not change if the only bold 
italic translation is used. 
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and female undergoes severe distinctions, divisions, and distortions. The respectful Sāmoan 

terms ali’i/male and tama’ita’i/female is a better translation.  

On a positive note with regards to the use of inclusive language, Sāmoa uses Atua or Ali’i in 

its translation to refer to God. In the vernacular, God is beyond gender specifications. 

However, one is free to relate to God in particular gender expressions that define their 

relationship with God. The usage of Atua de-emphasises an understanding of God as 

predominantly male. God is Atua/ God. And Ia is an inclusive word that is used to explain the 

possessive pronoun “he” used in the English version to refer to God. The Sāmoan translation 

of Gen 1:27 is inclusive with regards to gender terminologies. Often Sāmoans will only use 

gender-specific terms to differentiate when speaking of male and female. But in cases where 

reference is made to God and humankind in Gen.1:26f, inclusive terms are usually applied. 

Re-imaging tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i fully as an integral component of God’s very being, is 

not only an avenue to restore the wholeness of the divine image and likeness of God in male 

and female but, also as a means to re-constitute what humankind, especially the male 

counterpart in and through translations and interpretations has marginalised the female from 

being an intrinsic and integral component of the Creator God’s dignity and integrity. This is a 

critical theo-anthropological challenge and a call for humankind, male and female to be 

awakened to this divine responsibility and act accordingly. From here, let us proceed to the 

next subsection, the triad formula of the divine as implied by the divine feminine implicit in 

the understanding of tama’ita’i as feagaiga, tama sā, and ilāmutu. 

The Samoan Understanding of God and the Image of God in Humankind 

It is the theological conviction of indigenous Sāmoans that the creation of all things was due 

to the creative mana of God-Tagaloalagi or Atua as in the Christian translation. These Atua, 

as ancient Sāmoa narratives convey, encircled themselves in fono before everything in 

creation came into being. The resolve of Gods to gather in fono before creation resembles the 

notions that everything created in the beginning had been divinely planned and laid out. 

Hence, the round of life in things created had been endowed with sacredness, beauty, and 

orderliness, and with each created being upholding one’s integrity and unique place. In other 

words, creation has been divinely sanctioned, imbued with sacredness, and displays the 

Creator God’s divine intention and intelligence. 
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Recalling God, Tagaloa’alagi and their assembly in fono prefigures the chiefly fono in 

fa’amatai. While centrally anchored in God as pou-tu-tasi, the round of fa’amatai carries the 

idea that everything in life is sacred as it is rooted and centred in the divine. Pou-tu-tasi is the 

post that stands alone in the centre of ancient Sāmoan maota as the anchor that holds the 

whole house together. With specific reference to the principal Creator God –Tagaloa’alagi at 

the very core of the religio-cultural lifeway, this God is worshipped as Source and Giver of 

life. 

The Call to Transform the Imaging of Motherhood/Wifehood 

While valuing motherhood as life giving and mothering roles as central to the formative years 

of the children, I claim that tama’ita’i must also be equally honoured as persons and as 

bearers of the divine image as in the given text above, Genesis 1: 27. This work exercises that 

power to effect positive changes by re-claiming the high status of sisters as tama’ita’i, as a 

way to re-introduce the liberating aspects of our indigenous religion, whose loss we have 

only been lamenting without taking any practical action towards reviving them. In re-

affirming this claim, I am re-claiming the place and space of Sāmoan women through the 

development of the theological anthropology of tama’ita’i, especially in her persona as 

feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu.  

This is imperative for the re-constitution of her rightful place as leader in the fa’amatai, 

government and church as well as her space as a citizen of Sāmoa. Furthermore, this is 

significant in the re-imaging of tama’ita’i in God’s image. Doing so is also important in 

breaking the cycle of blaming almost every negative change on colonisation and 

christianisation as is reflected, for instance, in the Sāmoa Family and Health Study report 

which claims that: 

...(t)he policies introduced by early missionaries to Samoa changed the roles of 

women’s organisations, resulting in some loss of independence and status by Samoan 

women. The missionaries thought that Samoan women were oppressed. They 

disapproved of polygamy practised by chiefs, the use of women in transactions among 

men, the lack of choice women had in such situations, and the low status of wives and 

concubines.29 

The study further adds that the missionaries: 

                                                 

29 Samoa Family Health and Safety Study, 6. 
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...thought that the introduction of marriage, as practised in the West, would elevate 

and liberate women. What they did not appreciate was the concomitant decline in 

their status as sisters would be to the detriment of women. ... Women had been 

respected as sisters and co-descendants, particularly if they were of chiefly rank, but 

wives had a lower status as outsiders in their husband’s aiga and village. Pre-Christian 

Samoans would have agreed with the teaching that wives were subjects of their 

husbands (Colossians 3:18), but not that wifehood was the more honourable estate for 

women.30 

The first creation account specifically Genesis.1:27 is the foundational cornerstone in the 

construction of the theological anthropology of tama’ita’i. The purpose of developing a 

tama’ita’i theology are 1) to identify how the above given text has been mis-interpreted to 

suit patriarchy; 2) to re-image woman in the image and likeness of God as God initially 

intended; 3) to re-affirm that wifehood was never the norm for the indigenous tama’ita’i and 

4) to re-appropriate ava fatafata, covenant of relationality, as the core principle in being 

human and in being the unique individual created in the image of God.  

Re-constituing the Place and Space of Tama’ita’i Sāmoa in the Sacred-

Circle 

As previously discussed, fa’asāmoa and/or fa’amatai is modelled after fono a le aiga Sa-

Tagaloaalagi. It bespeaks the resolve of the gods to be in communion-in-the-sacred-circle. It 

is simply a community of God in communion in the Sacred Circle. This imaging becomes a 

reality in the religio-cultural round of indigenous Sāmoan life-ways. Any gathering, be it 

formal or informal, worship or entertainment, feasting or mourning, everything is celebrated 

in the Sāmoan sacred-circle, and within this rounded-ness, each person, family, group or 

village is in an unending round of relationships with the surrounding, and more so, with the 

Sacred One. Indeed, there is no distinctive split between the sacred and the secular. 

Observing this aspect at work, Tcherkézoff explains that:  

The relationship with God (o Le Atua:“ the God’”) is like the relationship with the 

family matai: communion around the circle (fa’atasi: “together”) and “respect” 

fa’aaloalo). God is the source of society, of the whole nuu organisation, of the 

fa’amatai. People address him (sic) as a group; the evening family prayer, the Sunday 

village prayer. People take their place with respect to others, in the house or in the 

church, according to their rank in the fa’amatai.31 

                                                 

30 Samoa Family Health and Safety Study, 6. 
31 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, and Society,” 267. 
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It is a normal sight to see, “people pray to God at home and in the church, just as they prayed 

to the old god inside the house and on the central village ground. Every house is a potential 

temple, as is the entire village.”32 In sum, “it is still clear that the new god has taken the place 

of the old one: the entire system of prayer and relation with the fa’amatai remains unchanged. 

Secondly, the relationship between light and darkness (the condition of prayer, the fire 

offering etc) is still the central dogma.33 

The sacredness of and through Atua discussed in earlier chapters becomes the compelling 

force that brings the female and male to share equally in tagata’aga and to be in mutual 

partnership with each other and the surrounding ecosystems. In short, the theological 

presupposition in this relational bonding is that God transcends cultural, social and relational 

connections. In other words, God operates beyond biological and social constructions, and as 

such, male and female share in common the image and likeness of God. 

One critical point of observation to make here is that our engagement in this exploration is 

predominantly theo-anthropological, meaning re-interpreting from the perspective of God 

rather than humankind, even though there is no disparity between the two. I have drawn 

attention to this point because a strict reading from/through an anthropological lens would 

lead us to see the religio-cultural expressions of the cyclical-triad to concentrate more on the 

“sacredness” inherited by ali’i sā (sacred chief), tama’ita’i as feagaiga tuafafine (sister as 

brother’s covenant), and tama-fafine (female linage). The outplaying of sacred life or 

“cultural reality,” furthermore, is channelled through tulafale matai and ali’i sā (orators and 

chiefs) playing the role of feagaiga a le tuafafine (brother as sister’s covenant), and tamatane 

(male lineage).34 These can be referred to as the “two extremes in a continuum.” 

Despite the fact that male and female are autonomous and different from each other, they 

both co-exist and mutually co-share in the life of the divine creation. This co-existence of 

humankind as male and female is made explicit in what I call the feagaiga o le ava fatafata or 

covenant of relationality which is generally understood by Sāmoan as the principle of the va 

or relational space. Fa’asāmoa and the fa’amatai is about upholding and nurturing and living 

out good relations among humans, with nature, and especially with God. Any relationship is 

governed and must be governed by relational connectivity for the pupose of attaining peace 

                                                 

32 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, and Society,” 267. 
33 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, and Society,” 267. 
34 See also a similar discussion on this by Meleisea, Lagaga: A Short History of Western Samoa, 35 
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and harmony. The fa’amatai is guided by the principles of feagaiga of ava fatafata or ‘va. 

Bradd Shore elaborates on Samoa’s class of relationships called “‘Covenants of Mutual 

Respect” defined by the matrix as horizontal and complementary. In other words, “Such 

relations suggest the linking of those who are of equivalent rank or position in parallel 

hierarchies.”35 

Fundamental to the relationship between the parties to feagaiga, according to Schoeffel, “is 

the idea that secular actions require moral or spiritual support. A contrast is drawn between 

sacred power or moral authority and secular authority and action, in which the sanctity 

attributed to one party lends dignity and legitimacy to the actions of the other.”36 When va or 

space of mutuality holding the feagaiga of ava fatafata intact becomes a negated va or gap of 

exclusion, then there is disharmony and imbalance in the relationship or partnership of men 

and women, humans with creation and God. As a point of critique here, a cultural-

anthropological reading as presented, poses the danger of dichotomizing God and 

humankind, sacred and profane, male and female, chief and orator, and even more so, the 

spiritual from the social. Undoubtedly, this dichotomy not only widens the gap between the 

two poles (though claimed to be complementary) but also to a certain extent, develops the 

separation into a more structural and hierarchical order.  

Specifically, for the tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i, this is one of the main roots for stripping the 

feminine imaging from the God-head which is predominantly masculine. This chapter is 

about finding ways to mending that brokenness and bridging the gap in this relationship. The 

absence of humankind’s feminine image and likeness in the image of God, and persistently 

intensified by the Christian trinitarian formula of the God-head, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 

is at the root of the violations and distortions of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i. As a theo-

anthropological response to the issue at stake, an effort is made to re-assert and re-integrate 

the femininity of the divine by re-reading and re-interpreting it from the indigenous triad of 

tama’ita’i as feagaiga, tama sā, and ilāmutu, and in the light of the w/holistic understanding 

of God in the Christian faith.  

                                                 

35 Shore, Salailua, 215. 
36 Schoeffel,“The Samoan concept of feagaiga and its Transformation,” 86. 
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Contextual Theo-Anthropological Interpretation of Tama’ita’i 

An extensive discussion of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i as portrayed by her attributes as 

feagaiga, tama sā, and ilāmutu has been offered throughout this work, and especially in 

Chapter 2. Briefly, these attributes of tama’ita’i in the religio-cultural heritage of Samoa were 

not only neutral, generic and inclusive (in the sense that the male is always seen as an equal, 

reciprocal and participating component) but had also been sanctioned by the conviction that 

feagaiga is sacred, tama sā is dignified, and ilāmutu is divine because of her supernatural 

potentialities. In the following theo-anthropological articulation, these attributes will be re-

interpreted and re-vitalized as a way to re-constitute tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in the image 

of God, which is the overriding goal of this work. 

The religion of indigenous Sāmoa was generated on the basis of a cyclical-triad scheme of 

Atua (divine mana / spirit), Aitu-tagata (half-divine/half-human), and, foafoaga paia (sacred 

creation). The cyclical-triad scheme was and is portrayed by an interlocking web of the 

divine, human and ecosystems that co-existed and continues to coexist in a dynamic and 

inter-connected living relationships. From an indigenous feminist theo-anthropological 

reading, ilāmutu, the divine spirit, feagaiga the divine-human agent, and tama sā, the sacred 

anointed One are the interlocking powers or energies beyond the creation of the Sāmoan 

cosmology. Instances of this idea appear in Chapters two, three, four and five. Unique in the 

triad of the sacred circle is its holistic way of upholding inclusive connections, while at the 

same time, maintaining each other’s intrinsic and autonomous characteristics and functions. 

Beyond that is the idea of presenting God as spirit and as the supernatural being, energy or 

force. 

The relational connections of feagaiga and tama sā with ilāmutu, and with each other, is 

grounded on the notion of mutuality through the indwelling of sacredness or holiness in each 

other. This enhances an indigenous sacramental view of Creator God and creation as aiga. In 

short, it is the sacred spirit that manifests and holds together the three in communion and 

community as in the following diagram. 
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Figure 7: Sāmoa Triadic-Sacred-Circle 

There is no godhead in this presentation. Rather, God is the circle and the inseparable Divine 

intersecting and linking with the sacred-social agents in the circle. This Samoan triadic 

sacred-circle gives a more egalitarian understanding to the current hierarchy of the Trinity of 

God, as (the Father (sic), Son, and Holy Spirit) established in the New Testament (cf. 

Matthew 28:19), and formalised in the doctrine of the Trinity in the early centuries of 

Christianity. 

Re-Imaging Tama’ita’i as Ilāmutu - Spirit 

Ilāmutu is mana, spirit or energy and is attributed and associated with tama’ita’i. It is a 

feminine personification of the divine Spirit. Addressing Nafanua as Ilāmutu (Spirit goddess), 

for instance, is not only founded on the indigenous experiences of her mana or supernatural 

power that was instrumental in liberating the oppressed people, but also of her spiritual gifts 

of wisdom, courage and love. Her mana helped transform the old chaotic order of oppression 

and domination of her time to a new liberating, free and a more democratic order of society. 

Moreover, Nafanua’s spiritual gifts of prophecy, as fulfilled through the arrival of the 

Christian religion with the gospel message in Sāmoa, marked her as a Spirit goddess. This 

spirit of prophecy is clearly recalled in the account of the birth of John the Baptist in 

Luke.1:67-78. Before his son was born and named John, Zachariah was filled with the Spirit 

of prophecy. With this Spirit, Zachariah thanked the Lord God of Israel for the salvation of 

the nation and people from all enemies besides the redemption of all sins, thus leading them 

to enlightened and blessed life. 

Again, in the indigenous traditions, the belief in spirits is a commonly shared conviction. 

Every Samoan believes in the presence of spirits who are there as guardians as well as 
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protectors especially in making right what needs to be corrected. “Spirits are connected with 

a place, especially the spirit of the dead, those of the legendary as well as the recent past.”37 

Tama’ita’i as ilāmutu, when necessary, mediates with the spirits for healing of those affected 

or possessed by the spirit. They intervene by rebuking and sending the evil spirit away from 

the sick. This is similar to the healing ministry of Jesus. It is in having the divine intercessory 

powers to link with the gods and the spirit world on a relational level that sisters as tama’itai 

were/are known as ilāmutu.38 However, when she is disrespected and her role as peacemaker 

“is rejected or spurned, the curse of the feagaiga, known as mala o le ilāmutu, may be 

imposed.”39 

Re-Imaging Tama’ita’i as Feagaiga – Sacred-Social Covenant 

In addition to what has been elaborated in an earlier chapter, etymologically, feagaiga 

according to Shore “derives from the term aga (social conduct), the reciprocal form fe-i, and 

the normative suffix –ga. Feagai means “to face one another,” with the additional meaning of 

“covenant” or “bond.” Feagaiga connotes, in particular, a covenant of peace. For this work I 

define feagaiga as a covenant of mutual and reciprocal respect that endorses and sustains the 

brother-sister relationship. I identify agai as the root word which refers to relationship of 

mutual equality and respectability. And feagai is the face to face encounter with others in 

relationships. The Feagaiga: 

 relationship is ...the primary model for all such covenant bonds, but the term may 

also be used to refer to the covenants between husband and wife, ali’i and tulafale and 

(in the shape of the pastor, who is called the (fa’a)feagaiga in the respectful address) 

between God and man (sic).40 

Elaborating on Shore’s explanation, the connection between chiefs is a continuous 

relationship that is carried through from generation to generations. As for the covenant 

between the spouses, it presupposes an understanding that they respect each other with love, 

respect and honour just as they are in their relationship with their brother/s-sister/s. The only 

difference and aspect particular to the union is the level of intimacy in their union as one. 

Ideally if this notion was carried out, violence would not be an issue in marriage and in 

families. In reality, the Sāmoan understanding of tama’ita’i being the pupil in the brother’s 

                                                 

37 Tcherkézoff, “Culture, Nation, and Society,” 267. 
38 Ta’isi, “In Search of Harmony,”111. 
39 Ta’isi, “In Search of Harmony,” 111. 
40 Shore, Salailua, 215. Here also cites as source, Schultz, “The Most Important Principles of Samoan Family 
Law and the Laws of Inheritance,” 43-53. 



Chapter 6 

 

210 

 

eyes (central place in the family) becomes a mere rhetoric. The problem, I contend, is the 

Sāmoan understanding of human sexuality, the understanding of the body and the possessors 

of the body. The woman, especially her body, is taken as the husband’s possession once she 

becomes his wife. 

The most sacred of all feagaiga relationships, and the one used in this writing is the 

relationship of brother and sister. It is in this relationship that harmony presides, especially 

when its sacredness is respected.41 In general:  

The feagaiga is both status and covenant. It underlines indigenous Samoan principles 

of gender, and as well the social and political organization of ancient Samoan society. 

Formerly the feagaiga was the birthright of high-born. Christianity and contemporary 

practice has extended the feagaiga status to all families as well to the Christian 

pastor.42 

Specifically: 

The feagaiga as manifested in the woman is celebrated and epitomised as the highest 

of womanly virtues. In many ways, it is analogous to Mariology in Christianity. The 

ideal of womanhood implicit in feagaiga is marked by the deference and respect 

shown by the brother towards the sister. The link between the feagaiga and the Mary 

culture is that Mary like the feagaiga intercedes and conciliates. The feagaiga of 

brother and sister is therefore the harmony between brother and sister, man and wife, 

male and female, each core relationships in family and society.43 

In this respect, feagaiga is originally a sacred-social covenant and relational connection. It is 

inclusive, manifested and observed by both tamai’ta’i and ali’i irrespective of gender and 

sexuality. Being divinely instituted, it embodies itself through life activities and through 

living connections. Existing in the triadic-sacred-circle means engaging in interconnecting 

activities which are both sacred and social. There is no sense of “either or” in this rendering 

as both are considered as sides of one reality of the life of the triadic-sacred-circle of the 

human-creation-God relationship. An outward expression of the sacred in relational inter-

connections of the triadic-sacred-circle pre-empts the incarnation or embodiment of the three 

divine attributes.  

Hence feagaiga becomes a moral value that is upheld and carried throughout life. It is taken 

as a virtue for humankind to cultivate in life. As explained by Schoeffel, “the supernatural 

                                                 

41 Tui Atua, “In Search of Harmony,” 110-111. 
42 Tui Atua, “In Search of Harmony,” 111. 
43 Tui Atua, “In Search of Harmony, ” 111. 
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authority possessed by the sacred “party, on one hand, sanctions and controls; on the other 

hand, it dignifies and lends blessing to the actions of the secular party. It has to be noted that 

tama’ita’i as feagaiga“ encapsulates the idealised principles of order in Samoan society at all 

levels of the organisation.”44 At these levels, “(t)he dignity and honour (mamalu) of a group 

or its representative is acknowledged through behaviour that is referred to in Sāmoa as 

fa‘aaloalo (respect and deference). The qualities of dignity, honour, respect, and deference 

are considered to be the fundamental ingredients of the social order.”45 

Re-imaging Tama’ita’i as Tama sā – Sacred (Children/Offspring) 

Tama sā was originally a term used specifically for the female child/ren of a woman of 

aristocratic descent in indigenous Samoa. Over time it has been re-appropriated to include the 

female children of all tama’ita’i. Therefore, I use tama sā inclusively to refer to both the 

female and male children born of a tama’ita’i. In the light of this, tama’ita’i and her children 

are sacred and have sacred powers. In other words, all children are born of a mother, 

therefore, all humans are also tama sā. Today “Tama sā status (is) the highest honour that can 

be given to the female line…”46 

Presenting the triadic-sacred circle or God as ilāmutu or Spirit, feagaiga as an institution of 

the sacred covenant, and, tama sā as a generational continuation of the sacred ecosystem, 

reconstitutes the feminine image of humankind into the life of the divine. This is possible, as 

it is not only inclusive of the female and male, but it dispels and nullifies the strict 

anthropocentric and androcentric claims of the Creator God that are persistently presented in 

a triangular pyramid. Departing from the domineering views of God as male is a starting 

point for us to cherish and embrace a view of God the Sacred Centre in a Sacred Circle. It 

also discredits the notions of God and God’s relation to creation that suggests strict “divine 

transcendence, otherness, (and) dominantly masculine power,…that shaped the whole idea 

that God is alienating and dehumanising… to appreciate a harmonious balancing with God’s 

tangible “immanence or presence in the world,”47 and, indeed, in tama’ita’i. Tama’ita’i as 

tama sā practically resembles the ideals and values of a sacred child or covenanted children. 

                                                 

44 Schoeffel, 1995, 86-87. 
45 Schoeffel, 1995, 87 
46 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi, “The Riddle in Samoan History: The Relevance of Language, Names, 
Honorifics, Genealogy, Ritual and Chant to Historical Analysis,” 18. 
47 Tofaeono, Eco-theo of Aiga, 233. 
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At the same time, the new shift fosters a sound theological understanding of God as the 

principal powers or “indigenous energies” that created every “being” in creation.48 Thus, in 

this creation, there is no differentiation of beings and non-beings, human and non-human, 

animate and non-animate, rational and the irrational. Even though everything was created 

differently, they commonly share in communion, “sacredness” as the very essence and nature 

of the Creator God, the Spirit. Further to this indigenous theological interpretation is a 

challenge to the trinitarian formula of the godhead that has been one-sidedly shaped by the 

patriarchal ideologies and stained predominantly by the social, political and economic 

constructs of the early church fathers and the missionary Christianity. 

To harmonize the exclusive and male-dominated formula of the trinitarian godhead, which is 

the root-cause of manipulating the rightful place of tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in the image of 

God, the indigenous triadic-sacred circle’s theological assertions and interpretations ought to 

be seriously taken as part of a reinvigorated trinitarian formula. As such, the feminine aspect 

is reasserted and returned to where it should belong in the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. In 

that way, the re-imaging of the feminine in the image of the triune God not only modifies, 

completes, and empowers the doctrine of the image of God itself but is also the only avenue 

to see and take the image of God in humankind holistically. This is where the reality of Alofi 

sā o le Atua ma Tagata, the circle of the divine with human, is fully realised.  

Critically, in so doing, we are gradually moving away and being liberated from the theo-

anthropological assertions that frequently lead christianised Samoans to stigmatise 

indigenous beliefs as evil and pagan. This triadic-sacred-circle formula has left us with a call 

and challenge to narrate and demonstrate how the sacred-social relations in the life of the 

Spirit or life in God function, and how tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i can be fully honoured and 

be recognised in the life of God. 

Re-Imaging Tama’ita’i in Ava Fatafata 

In the critical analysis of the Sāmoan indigenous religious traditions, we note an absence of 

domination and subordination in the divine image inherent in both the male and female; 

counterparts in the divine creation who hold that image in common. The tama’ita’i model 

                                                 

48 I follow here the presentations on the power of the Holy Spirit, referred to as the ‘indigenous energies.’ See 
articles, “Hovering above Chaos,’ ‘Power and Energy,’ and, ‘Indigenous Energies: From Local to the 
Oikoumene,”The Political Economy of the Holy Spirit, eds. Julio de Santa Ana, Konrad Raiser, and, Ulrich 
Duchrow (Geneva: WCC Publication, 1990), 9-39. 
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concentrates on the evolutionary character of talatu’u (traditional stories) as well as tala o le 

vavau (mythical creation stories). The relevant features of some of the selected stories are the 

divine acts of “creation by the gods or other mythical beings (that are) expressed in the form 

of acts of deliberate constructive creation.”49 Included with these are the “evolutionary myths, 

[that] recorded a series of marriages and consequent births of the objects or beings created or 

evolved.”50 

Most vital to the model of the triadic sacred circle is living in right relational connections. 

This means that life in all its dimensions is lived in accordance with the principal codes of va 

and ava fatafata (mutual reciprocating of care and respect). Va is used in this chapter to refer 

to both the “gap in/between relationships” and “space in/between relationships.” I make a 

clear distinction between the two. Va as “negated gap” disconnects, separates, causes 

disharmony and exclusion in relationships. A good example is the usage of the word valea to 

refer to the so-called handicapped. Valea literally means “this gap.” In the mentioned 

rendering, it is not just a “gap,” but a “negated gap” that distinguishes people in a hierarchy 

of top-bottom relationships and maintains an unequal relational connection. Va as “space,” on 

the other hand, embraces inter/connections, creates harmony and inclusivity in relational 

bondings. This va does not distinguish but rather values the differences in people’s 

appearance, choices and belief systems. To use the example just given, valea does not honour 

the space of interconnections with those that are differently-able. I use va-lea to demonstrate 

the importance of recognising the respected regardless. However, I note the need for a more 

transforming word. 

I employ va as space in the construction of my theology of ava fatafata or covenant of 

relationality. Ava in this usage means space of respect, and, fatafata is chest. Ava fatafata 

then is the space of mutual respect that holds together the relationship of “equals,” and, 

simultaneously, of “difference” as signified by the chest’s diaphragm.51 A thorough 

                                                 

49 Robert W. Williamson, Religious and Cosmic Beliefs of Central Polynesia (Cambridge: University Press, 1933), 
1.  
50 Williamson, Religious and Cosmic Beliefs of Central Polynesia, 1. 
51 What is defined as ava in the Samoan understanding is the sternum that attaches the “true ribs” or ribs 1 to 
7 in the chest. The role of the sternum to connect and separate the seven pair of ribs is what the Samoan 
recognise as ava fatafata. In other words, these pairs of ribs are equal in outlook and function. The sternum in 
the front separate them into equal pairs in outlook at the same time connects them. The ribs function to 
protect and support the fragile inner organs which are the heart and lungs while further providing the invisible 
cushion or space for respiration. Any forceful of accidental pressure on any side/ribs of fatafata will result in 
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discussion of this aspect has already been offered in Chapter 3. However, a critical point that 

needs to be made here is that va, as literal space, can only be qualitatively validated by ava 

fatafata.52 In other words, relational spaces naturally exist, but only when relational spaces 

are lived on the premises of mutual care and respect for “equality and difference does va 

finds its genuine meaning. Ava fatafata as an essence of va metaphorically bespeaks respect 

for equality despite difference.53 Observing and keeping relational spaces is a sacred 

responsibility, and is actualised in what is known as tausi le va tapuia (observe and nurture 

the sacred space). It is a relational space that conjoins the opposing-equals that are sanctioned 

by mana (sacred power) and tapu (taboos). 

Theologising Tama’ita’i in Ava Fatafata (Covenant of Mutual Relationality) 

The triadic-sacred circle also features the idea that the relational bonding and spacing is a 

divine relational interplay in and through which every relation and bonding finds its place. 

Co-existentiality in terms of mutual partnership is vitally significant here.  

 

Figure 8: Samoa in Cyclical-Triadic Relations54 

                                                                                                                                                        

the destruction of ava or space that provide the equilibrium or hold the ribcage together and intact. So are the 
guiding principles of ava fatafata. 
52 Ava in human behaviour means obedience, which counts on good listening, hearing and following. Ava ma 
fa’aaloalo resemble meanings such as humility, respect, courtesy, good manner, and, ava soifua means 
prosperous life, wellness and longevity. Note here that the placement of the word lē before ava negates its 
meaning and usage. For instance; lē ava means disobedience, disrespect and the like.  
53 The word fatafata points to the chest or part of the human body which is divided by ava or the space in 
between the two sides of the chest. Though divided into opposites or one facing the other, they are opposites 
of equals, and the respect of this is tantamount to harmonious living. 
54 Note that not all concepts under the sacred realm are female and feminine, only the ones that are italic and 
bold in font. The rest such as the environment, fa’amatai, matai ali’i sā, tama sā, tama fafine line, and tamaiti 
refer to both the male and female. 
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This is a radical challenge to the trinitarian understanding of the triune God, in spite of its 

existence as a community in partnership due to the subordination of personal qualities of the 

Son and the Holy Spirit to the Father. For the triadic-sacred circle, the divine personal 

qualities coexist, co-eternal, co-equal, united and infinite. It is within this frame of reference 

that the feminine component of the godhead injects a fresh inclusive relational bonding that 

the trinitarian formula of the early church fathers has denied throughout ages. This leads to 

the discussion of the theology of ava fatafata or covenant of relationality of space and place 

in the divine-human bonding or life as a triad of relationships with God, others and creation. 

An attempt to represent graphically an ideal outworking of the triadic-sacred circle (presented 

in Figure 8) in the hope that this continues to be embodied in daily fa’asāmoa and fa’amata’i. 

This was Sāmoa witnessed by the early foreigners and missionaries, and the transformed 

version of this Sāmoan relational triad of va is lived out in Christian Sāmoa today. Isobel 

Osbourne Strong notes that on the first arrival of the missionaries in Sāmoa, “...they found a 

race of people vastly superior in beauty and civilization to any other natives of Polynesia. 

They were clean in person, gentle and courteous in manner, respectful to their women, 

careful of the sick and old, and trained their children by an elaborate code of good 

manners.”55 

Examples of such elaborate codes include knowing and understanding the triadic 

interconnected principles of va concept which are: knowing and living in fear and awe in va 

with God; knowing and nurturing va with each other; and knowing and caring for va with the 

environment/wider universe. A lapse in knowing and caring for va at these levels means a 

disruption to the links that keep the community in mutual reciprocal communion with each 

other. To avoid repetition, an in-depth dialogue on the manifestation of the concepts 

associated with va, such as va tapui (sacred space), va fealoaloa’i (reciprocal honor), va 

feavata’i (mutual respect) is presented below. It is this va concept that governs the village 

fono a matai in the way they make decisions and exercise their God-given mana for the well-

being of the people. Fa’amatai as Samoa’s form of democracy has kept the villages, families, 

and communities in peace and community throughout generations.56 

                                                 

55 Isobel Osbourne Strong. In Samoa with Stevenson.  
56 See for instance Letuimanu’asina Emma Kruse Va’ai“Religion,” in Samoa’s Journey 1962-2012: Aspects of 
History” eds. Leasiolagi Malama Meleisea, Penelope Schoeffel Meleisea and Ellie Meleisea (Wellington: 
Victoria University Press, 2012), 77-96. She writes that “the village Fono Act 1990 formally recognised the 



Chapter 6 

 

216 

 

Va tapuia (sacred relational space) in Ava Fatafata (Covenant of Relationality) 

The life of the triadic-sacred circle depends on what has been explained in connection with 

va, ava fatafata, and va tapuia. Mutual respect of equality in spite of the differences in nature 

and functions is made possible only through the nurturing and nourishing of right relational 

connections, and based on the awareness of the sacredness in everything. In this regard, the 

“other” in the triadic-sacred-circle is persistently respected as the “significant other” in the 

cyclical round of life. Reference to the triune tama’ita’i incorporates her personas of ilāmutu 

as sacred Spirit, feagaiga as sacred covenant, and, tama sā as sacred/chosen ones. Here, one 

can see that the co-existence of these three aspects of the feminine divinity is conjoined with 

sacredness, yet inseparable from the social realm. The respect for the sacred that empowers 

and consolidates the relational connections in the triadic-sacred-circle is further legitimated 

by obedience, fear, and awe in the Spirit’s presence. This leads further on to a life of devotion 

and worship, where each component embraces and acknowledges the presence of the Other 

and God as Spirit on equal and reciprocal terms. 

Situating tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in the context of the triadic-sacred circle, and on the 

principles of va, va tapuia and ava fatafata, is theo-anthropologically vital and relevant here. 

It speaks about the life of the Spirit and life in the Spirit, not only as a boundless and non-

divisive reality but also in terms of freedom and the equal sharing of such life. A re-reading 

of the Christian trinitarian formula in light of the triune tama’ita’i will recognise the gifts of 

the spirits to both females and males, as well as the proper and good use of the gifts for the 

common good. This is echoed in the Apostle Paul’s explanation of the life in Spirit where he 

speaks about people who live according to the fruits of the Spirit as free agents who are not 

bounded by the rule of laws but by divine grace (Galatians 5: 22-25). 

Va Feso’ota’i (Mutual Respect) in Ava Fatafata (Covenant of Relationality) 

The human manifestation of the presence and humanity-divinity connection of Atua with 

Samoa through matai also plays an influential role in the formation and shaping of 

tagata’aga. As alluded to earlier, “(t)here were ‘sacred’ chiefs known as ali’i, and ‘secular’ 

chiefs called tulāfale. Alongside the chiefly system is the institution of a feagaiga 

relationship that accorded the sisters/females a ‘sacred’ status and their brothers, the ‘secular’ 

                                                                                                                                                        

village council of matai and their exercise of power and authority within their villages, which had largely kept 
peace and harmony in the absence of a central government police force for hundreds of years, and continued 
to do so even after Samoa became an independent state.” 85. 
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status.”57 The core of the ancient fa’amatai, which was also the living expression of the 

Sāmoan religion, is Atua who is symbolised by poutu-tasi in maota (sacred chief’s house) as 

has been discussed already. 

Aside from the meanings given by Kramer58 and Milner59 the word for religion is tapua’iga, 

which is a derivative of the two root words:tapu,60 which means sacred, and a’iga, which is 

family. In simple terms, tapua’iga is the sacred family time with the divine. Family in this 

sense is Sāmoana understanding of aiga61 where all are not only connected by blood and 

marriage but also through the Divine or God. Samoa sees itself as one big a’iga of God. This 

one big a’iga takes sacred time together to be alone with their God through tapuaiga. 

I claim that fa’amatai is the ancient religion of Sāmoa that centres around the daily living out 

of fa’asāmoa.62 The lifeways did not and do not separate the sacred realm from the secular 

realm. Instead, these two realms were daily connected holistically through the ‘Va feso’ota’i’ 

ma le Atua (a triadic relational bonding with God); Va feso’ota’i ma tagata (a triadic 

relationship with each other/humanity); and, va feso’ota’i ma le foafoaga (a triadic 

relationship with the cosmos). Va according to Wendt, “is the space between, the between-

ness, not empty space, not space that separates but space that relates, that holds separate 

entities and things together in the Unity-that-is-All, the space giving meaning to things.”As a 

concept, va refers to the physical locatedness and situatedness in a space, the social space 

within that connects and disconnects networks of relationships and connections, as well as the 

sacred space with the divine and the divinities.63 

                                                 

57 Meleiseā and Meleiseā et al. “Old Sāmoa,” 35. 
58 Kramer refers to the verb tapua’i as “to stay behind praying for good fortune; not to go to war.” See, A. 
Kramer. The Samoa Islands: An Outline of a Monograph with Particular Consideration of German Samoa, vol. 1. 
(Auckland: Pasifika Press, 1994), 637. 
59 G.B. Milner defines tapua’i as to “be in thought and sympathy at the time someone is undergoing a test or 
ordeal…” Samoan Dictionary: Samoan English, English-Samoan. Auckland, NZ: Pacifika Press, 1966. 
60 It is believed that the English word taboo originates from the Polynesian word tapu which means to be in a 
state of complete serene/sacredness. 
61 Aiga means more than the nuclear family. It is the relationship that is traceable through familiar and Atua 
genealogies. Family genealogy defines family au aiga, immediate grandchildren, parents and grandparents. 
Aiga potopoto means several generations of families that originated from an original set of parent and heirs of 
certain high ranking matai titles. Aiga o le Atua is the connection of every Samoana to their Supreme God, 
Atua Tagaloa.  
62 My belief is influenced by the teachings of my father Filemoni Tuigamala who was also a mentor on 
fa’asamoa, Religion and Indigenous knowledge to the late Professor Fana’afi Aiono.  
63 Albert Wendt. Tatau in a post-colonial body. 1996. Span, 42-3. 
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 Le Tagaloa claims that the “ideal social organisation” (saofa’iga fa’amatai) of ancient 

Samoa was divided into three distinct parts: “tama’ita’i, aumaga and matai.”64 

 

Figure 9: Aiono Fana’afi’s diagram of the ancient Fa’ matai 

I agree from a sociological-cultural angle with Professor Aiono Dr. Fanaafi Le Tagaloa’s 

diagram representing ancient fa’amatai as an inclusive community where both the tama’ita’i 

and aumaga are equal heirs of the matai titles and inheritors of the land. Her diagram, 

however, is missing the religious or sacred link that makes the fa’amatai system complete 

and perfect. In other words, it does not portray fa’amatai as a sociological-cultural-religious 

system that projects a holistic understanding or belief of Sāmoana in the divinity and divine 

presence in all things.  

I recall in this aspect the original fono or council of chiefs with Tagaloa’alagi as the basis of 

the fa’amatai. Using that model, I re-name the (T)ama’ita’i circle as the Nu’u o Tama’ita’i 

(NoT), the (A)umaga circle as the Nu’u o Ali’i (NoA), and the (m)atai as the Saofa’iga a 

Matai (SaM). The circle for the Saofa’iga a Matai consists of both male and female chiefs. In 

practice, though this matai circle consisted mainly of selected males from the aumaga circle. 

In the understanding of indigenous Samoa, God is in all things that live, move and breath life. 

In my view, fa’amatai is not a triad-of-circles but a system of interconnected-circles of triadic 

relationships with God within and without all things. Writing in favor of Sāmoan indigenous 

knowledge and religion, it is argued that 

                                                 

64 Aiono Dr. Fana’afi Le Tagaloa, O la ta Gagana (Apia: Lamepa Press, 1996), 27. (O vaega e tolu o le Saofa’iga 
Fa’amatai (anamua), o Tama’ita’i, Aumaga, Matai. See also her book: Motugaafa (Alafua, 1996), 85. Here she 
adds Feagaiga as she claims that, “The ideal social organisation is the Fa’amatai, which consisted originally of 
three groups: The Tama’ita’i/Feagaiga, the Aumaga and the Matai.’ In both her work, there is a bit of 
inconsistency due to the dualistic worldview or pairing of the Samoana which is Aumaga-Aualuma (sex) 
/Tama’ita’i-Ali’i/Feagaiga or Tuafafine/Tuagane feagaiga (gender). 
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...the Samoan indigenous religion… places God as ancestor.…God Tagaloaalelagi 

was progenitor of all living things on earth (humans, animals, plant, cosmos, sea, 

land, etc) and that as such all relationships between these living things are governed 

by the imperatives of being kin. That is,…God is the progenitor of man (sic).65 

In other words, Tui Atua argues that  

… the God of Christianity is also the God of ancient Samoa”. Second that Samoans 

today … have ‘hang-ups’ about their naked bodies that stem not from indigenous but 

from Christian,...‘hang-ups.’ And thirdly, that there is an equivalence between 

humans, animals, stones, rocks, earth, mountains and all of her material and cosmic 

life.66 

Living in right relationships, based on keeping va and ava fatafata, is the means and end of 

what fullness of life means in the Samoan Christian way. The place where all relationship are 

held right is in the Alofi Sā o le Atua or the sacred-centre of God, a theo-anthropological 

conviction that is developed indepth in the final chapter of this work. 

Re-imaging Tama’ita’i in the Image of God: Feminist Critical Analysis 

Advocating for the rightful place of women as equal partners with male counterparts, 

especially within the church, Phyllis Trible asserts that “if God created human beings to be 

male and female as a reflection of the divine image, then God must embody both male and 

female attributes.” For Trible, “the metaphorical language of Genesis.1:27 preserves with 

exceeding care the otherness of God... God is neither male or female, nor a combination of 

the two.”67 Therefore “to describe male and female,…is to perceive the image of God; to 

perceive the image of God is to glimpse the transcendence of God.”68 

Elisabeth A. Johnson states that the image of God “is traditionally used in theological 

anthropology to signify the dignity and responsibility of human beings, who are created in the 

image and likeness of God.”69 She continues that “the character of humanity as imago Dei is a 

gift of creation.”70 However, when it comes to women, their imaging in the image-of-God 

becomes ambiguous because “traditional Christian theology accepted gender dualism... 

identifying men with the spiritual, rational principle of the world and women with the 

                                                 

65 Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Taisi Efi. “Whispers and Vanities in Samoan Indigenous Religious Culture,” 15. 
66 Tamasailau M. Suaalii-Sauni, Vitolia Mo’a, Naomi Fuamatu, Maualaivao Albert Wendt... eds., “Introduction” 
in Whispers and Vanities: Samoan Indigenous Knowledge and Religion, 1-10, 5f. 
67 Phyllis Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality,(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978), 21. 
68 Phyllis Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, 21. 
69 Elizabeth A. Johnson. “Image of God,” in Letty M. Russell & J. Shannon Clarkson, eds., Dictionary of Feminist 
Theologies (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 149 (149-150. 
70 Johnson, “Image of God,” 149. 
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physical and sexual, irrational, and emotional principle.”71 For Johnson, “the image of God as 

a gift of creation has been placed by the medieval thinkers in the human soul, with its powers 

of rationality, where as the (church) reformers found it in the conformity of the human will 

with divine will.”72 In these ecclesial developments, the internalisation of the image and 

likeness of God is obviously the emphasis. This means that humankind is a rational being 

and, being endowed with intellect and will; humankind can relate directly to God. 

Johnson reiterates the stance of the feminist theologies on the discussions of the image of 

God in the sense that they “bring to light a powerful ambiguity of the image-of-God tradition 

regarding women. On the one hand, women’s full and equal inclusion in this religious 

bedrock of human dignity is deeply rooted in biblical and theological insight.”73 Then “on the 

other hand, traditional Christian theology accepted gender dualism in its strong Greek form, 

identifying men with the spiritual, rational principle of the world and women with the 

physical and sexual, irrational, and emotional principle.”74 

Subsequently, Ruether states that “by naming males as norms of authentic humanity, women 

have been scapegoat for sin and marginalized in both original and redeemed humanity.”75 As 

a result, “the imago Dei/Christ paradigm becomes an instrument of sin rather than a 

disclosure of the divine and an instrument of grace.”76 She proposes that women “must reach 

for a continually expanding definition of the inclusive community; inclusive of both genders, 

inclusive of all social groups and races.”77 

From a slightly different perspective, writing on eco-feminism Eleanor Rae touches on how 

“the creation myth adopted by Christianity puts down not only women but also children (by 

their exclusion) …Men – and the male god – are free, according to scripture, to mistreat, sell, 

violate, sacrifice or kill women…”78 This is the same argument sustained throughout this 

work. I sympathise with the critiques of feminist theologians that “consequently, women 

were projected as the lower part of human nature, and it became difficult to see how they 

                                                 

71 Johnson, “Image of God,” 149. 
72 Johnson, “Image of God,” 149. 
73 Johnson, “Image of God,” 149. 
74 Johnson, “Image of God,” 149. 
75 Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation,” 116. 
76 Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation,” 116. 
77 Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation,” 116. 
78 Eleanor Rae, Women, the Earth, the Divine (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1994), 30. 
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could enjoy being fully in the image of God, as God is understood in traditional theology.”79 

Accordingly, the understanding of the “fullness of humanity was identified with maleness, 

while women were relegated to subordinate, peripheral status, considered deficiently imago 

Dei and included only in this dignity when taken together with men, who were their head.”80 

From the perspective of Pastoral Care and Counselling, R.S. Anderson defines imago Dei as 

“the divine endowment by which human persons are said to bear the ‘image and likeness’ of 

God (Gen.1:26f). In the Bible, the imago Dei is specifically taken to represent a qualitative 

distinction between human and nonhuman creatures, the spiritual basis for human response 

and obedience to God as Creator…”81 Then, just as liberals question the distinction of 

male/female, many would also want to question the hierarchical human versus non-human 

distinction now. Taking into consideration the relationship between science and religion or 

theology, Fuller, on the other hand, asserts that the “Abrahamic theology is the original 

human science in that, the Bible is the first document that clearly defines humans as creatures 

‘in the image and likeness’ of the world-creative deity.”82 He adds that “...the distinctly 

human aspects of our being are those most closely oriented to God. This explains the 

perennial preoccupation with ‘consciousness,’ the secular descendant of the soul, as the mark 

of the human.”83 Unfortunately, the human consciousness differs vastly in perspective and 

emphasis on what marks one human. A good example of what has been expressed is how the 

first creation story has been re-interpreted and re-told biblically, doctrinally, and contextually, 

which is our next focus. 

Rosemary, Skinner, Keller and Rosemary Radford Ruether claim that “the notion that God is 

exclusively male, thus privileging the male as representative of God, is seen by post-Christian 

feminists as the central problem of patriarchal religions. Yet in theory few traditional 

religions actually see the divine as exclusively male.”84 It is pointed out further that 

The Wisdom traditions imaged God as manifest in a female-personified Wisdom, and 

Jewish Kabbalah created a tetragrammaton of father-mother-son-daughter. 

                                                 

79 Johnson, “Image of God,” 149. 
80 Johnson, “Image of God,” 149. 
81 R.S. Anderson. “Imago Dei.” in Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Counselling, ed. Rodney J. Hunter (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1990), 571.   
82 Steve Fuller, Humanity: What it Means to be Human Past, Present and Future (UK: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2011), 163. 
83 Fuller, Humanity, 163. 
84 Rosemary Skinner Keller and Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Introduction,” August 2005: xlvi. 
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Christianity likewise has claimed that God is not literally male. Residual traditions 

that image God as feminine, especially as Wisdom, remain in its tradition. Islam also 

claims God is beyond gender and does not include father among its names of God.85 

In the first biblical narrative, Creator God is not only perceived as a non-gendered deity but 

also transcends humankind’s genders. Humans are seen as two equal entities who were made 

in the divine image and likeness of the Creator God. The fact of being equally made in God’s 

non-gendered image presupposes humankind’s co-sharing in the divine image, as well as 

coexisting in life without any gendered considerations and biases. Humankind, being created 

in God’s image and likeness, coexists as female and male in the life cycle of the created 

ecosystems. The divine image and likeness in humankind was not structurally identified 

according to gender and sexuality. Both female and male find their commonness, simply by 

being humans who share the divine gift of life. 

In the indigenous theo-anthropological re-reading of myths and traditional narratives so far, 

we can find a significant synthesis, particularly with regard to the belief in the creation of the 

first humans in the biblical account of creation (Gen.1:26f). The principal theological 

presupposition of the Judeo-Christian faith is that ‘God created humankind in accordance 

with God’s own image and likeness.’ It is also stated that, in the image and likeness of God, 

humankind was created “male and female.” In other words, male and female equally and 

commonly share the image and likeness of God in which the Creator God created them in the 

beginning. It is only when humankind as male and female are depicted as Adam and Eve that 

we see the differentiation and structures that eventuated in the drama of the Garden of Eden.86 

It is important to note at this stage that the emphasis of the narrative of creating humankind in 

God’s image and in accordance with God’s likeness, is set in the context of “chaos, tempest, 

and darkness (which) are all symbols of what is opposed to the divine purpose and must be 

overcome.”87 As such, the divine activity exemplified by the use of the Hebrew verb bara 

(create), does not suggest creatio ex nihilo or creation out of nothing.88  

                                                 

85 Keller and Ruether, “Introduction,” xlvi. 
86 See, S. H. Hooke. “Genesis,” in Peake’s Commentary on the Bible,ed. Matthew Black (Nashville: Thomas 
Nelson Publishers, 1962), 179.  
87 Hooke, “Genesis,” 179 
88 Hooke, “Genesis,” 179. Accordingly, this myth of creation is said to be borrowed or influenced by the 
“Canaanite myth in the Ras Shamra text of the struggle between Baal and the waters.” 
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As context, “chaos” stands in the background of this creation story which concludes in the 

creation of humankind. It is the call and the resolve of God/s to create. “Let us create” 

bespeaks not only the divine resolution to create humankind but also implies the diversified 

nature of the Creator God. By creating in God’s image in the context of the priestly narrative, 

a clear distinction of humankind from the former components of creation is made. Besides 

this distinctive feature, God’s resolve, to make humankind in God’s image, and in accordance 

to God’s likeness stands “in contradiction to the belief that the God of the Israelites cannot be 

conceived in gender forms or portrayed in sexual images.”89 

Like the indigenous traditions and fa’amatai, the theological implication here is that God 

cannot be condensed to gender or sex classifications. As Creator, God is not only non-

gendered but also transcends gender and sex categorisation. Expounding on imago Dei, 

Tofaeono states that: 

Humankind is recognised as a being, not in terms of gender status but, rather, in a 

collective generic sense (Gattung). Even though the resolve of God to make 

humankind according to (God’s) divine image (and likeness) is surrounded by 

volumes of argumentation, the capitalisation on the nature of the Creator God in a 

collective plural sense, which is also an inseparable part of adam, and the responsible 

role of humankind bears prominent significance… In these collective or communal 

relations, the Creator God not only exist for Godself, but also for the Otherselves, 

namely the earth and all its creatures, including humankind.90 

He further claims that: 

The existence of God in Godself and Otherselves, and, Otherselves in Godself echoes 

a ‘pan-en-theistic theo-anthropological’ reading of God’s indwelling Creation 

including Humankind, and, Humankind and Creation’s indwelling of Godself. This is 

explicitly expressed in the Biblical tradition, and especially in the New Testament 

when the apostle Paul spoke about the believers ‘in Christ.’ In Christ, ‘there is neither 

Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are 

all one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians.3:28. ESV). This mutual indwelling and oneness in 

God through Christ is linked to the idea that, by being created in God’s image and 

likeness, means, first and foremost, “…being created as God’s living partner, and a 

communicating creature who communicates with and in communion with God. 

Humankind, male and female, created in the image (and likeness) of the Creator-God, 

are also responsible creatures who communicate with God.91 

                                                 

89 See, Tofaeono citing Ernst-Joachim Waschke. Untersuchung zum Menschenbild der Urgeschichte. (Berlin: 
Holts Verlag, 1984), 15-51. Tofaeono, Eco-theology of Aiga, 196. 
90 Tofaeono, Eco-Theology, 198. 
91 Tofaeono, Eco-Theology, 199. 
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In our case discussed above, tama’ita’i, like ali’i, is not only God’s living partner created in 

the image of God also inherits a place and space in the sacred circle, and especially in God, 

the most holy and sacred center. This is the proposed transformational model in the final 

chapter.  

Before moving on to the next chapter, it is worth going back to the concern raised above 

about the idealisation of motherhood and wifehood. I have elaborated on the translation 

problem of using fafine inappropriately to interpret female in Genesis.1:27. This is worsened 

by the treating of two different accounts as one creation story in Sunday School materials. 

Most if not all Samoan children (many adults included) will tell whoever asks that the 

creation story is about how Eve was created out of the rib of Adam. 

Liberating and Transforming Eve: Theologising Womanhood &Wifehood 

The first creation account is purposely specified as the foundation stone in the construction of 

the theological anthropology of tama’ita’i. I can vividly remember the day I broke the normal 

tradition of using the provided material for the children and chose to tell the Sunday school 

teachers that they need to teach the children that there are two creation accounts. They all 

jumped in and said that it is impossible as they have been taught only one version. So we 

went straight to the source and I have never seen a group so eager and excited to share their 

new knowledge with their families. It turned out that this weekend was the most productive 

weekend at home, as the news spread immediately that the Sunday School teachers were 

debating with the parents, siblings and spouses over who has the right information to the 

biblical creation narrative. This is just one parish’s reaction to the new knowledge about 

transforming and liberating Eve.  

The reality is that many Samoan as of today are still not aware that there are two creation 

narratives. If they are, they omit the first one in favor of the second account. Returning to 

teach at Kanana Fou Theological Seminary a couple of years ago, I was shocked to find out 

from the first year students (for 4 consecutive years) that they only found at after attending 

the seminary that there are two creation stories in Genesis. They all honestly shared that they 

believed what they were taught in Sunday school: that Eve was made out of Adam’s rib, and 

that she was therefore inferior. I had assumed that in the 21st century it was common 

knowledge that there were two different versions. This indicates how normal it has been to 

tell and to continue to retell the stories from the Bible through the male gendered lens as the 

truth and the ultimate truth about God and the world God created. 
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Using the tama’ita’i lens, the story of liberation and transformation for the female in the first 

account is that: 1) although nameless, she was created equally with the male in the image of 

God; 2) she was not created initially as a wife as in the Sāmoan translation. Instead, she was a 

unique individual with her own goodness when God declared after the creation of humankind 

that it was “very good;” 3) the female was blessed as an individual before God sanctioned her 

union with the man as a couple; and 4) to be fruitful and multiply as a couple.  

In the second narrative, the story of liberation and transformation for the woman is that 1) 

God recognised the need for the earthling to have a companion, so God became the first 

recorded surgeon in the Bible, performing the operation on the genderless creature; 2) she 

was created out of flesh and the earth creature was formed out of dust; and 3) out of one 

flesh, two individuals were formed with the purpose of being each other’s companion and to 

be stewards of the earth. While the story of the fall is not part of this work, it must be 

mentioned for the sake of clarity that both Adam and Eve failed the test to be obedient. Out 

of their failure to abide as good citizens in the paradise they were given, they discovered their 

sexuality and their humanity. In other words, they were different anatomically yet they were 

one as a human race. Out of their fallenness, they found liberation and transformation in their 

being created for each other as partners and caretakers of creation. 

Liberating andTransforming Mary: Theologising Womanhood &Wifehood 

While valuing motherhood as life-giving, and mothering roles as central to the formative 

years of the children, I claim that tama’ita’i must also be equally honoured as persons and as 

bearers of the divine image as in the given text above, Genesis 1: 27. Therefore married 

women’s personhood must not be defined by the productivity of their womb. Instead, they 

should receive the same opportunity given to men to live out their God-given gifts to the 

fullest. After all, the conception of a child also depends on the men’s seed counts. We live in 

an era in which the majority of couples, in American Sāmoa for example, both actively 

participate in their parenthood roles and both are income earners. Most husbands and wives 

nowadays adjust their working hours so that they can be able to share responsibilities in child 

rearing, household chores and mutual leadership in the family.92 

                                                 

92 The Samoan extended family is still intact where the grandparents and family members all contribute in the 
raising of the children. 
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LMS which christianised Sāmoa came from the Protestant tradition that rejected the Catholic 

doctrine of Mary or Mariology. However, as a woman in a culture similar to hers, I have been 

inspired by her gracious charm in rising above the stigmatisation of a young, unwed, pregnant 

woman. The feminist-liberation scholars convinced me with their claim that Mariology is a 

patriarchal ideology of sexism. The dogma of the “virgin birth” in Matthew 1 and Luke 1-2 

and: 

(t)he development of Marian piety began in the early church and has been elaborated 

over the centuries... A key point in Mariology is the Marian image of a new Eve who 

is obedient to God’s word, in contrast to the first Eve.93 

What was problematic from a feminist pespective was the contrasting of Eve, the sinner, with 

Mary the sinless virgin, portraying women stereotypically as either saintly or sinful.94 And 

(o)ften the spiritual qualitites of motherhood are based on a patriarchal view of 

sexuality – the mother as “empty vessel” receptive to the seed/word, never as actively 

co-creating in the conception process. It is always the tender, nurturing, caring and 

child-bearing aspects of motherhood which are emphasized. These are precisely the 

vulnerable aspects of being mother which frequently bring suffering to the lives of 

real mothers.95 

In calling for the liberation and transformation of Mary, the anunciation (Luke.1: 26-56) was 

interpreted in a new way where “we can see in the story of Gabriel-Mary the energy of 

deepening connection, of mutuality and communion, where Mary’s silence and listening was 

heard into speech. This was the speech of passionate response.”96 Others interpreted her 

virginity “as a symbol of ‘autonomy,’ as she is not dependent on any man and could carry out 

God’s liberating action directly through her own life.”97 Third world theologies coming from 

Asia for instance, see the virgin birth as “a symbol of God’s judgment against patriarchal 

order because a man had no part in the birth.”98 Kyung Chung sees Mary as “ a model for full 

womanhood and of the fully liberated human being.”99 

                                                 

93 Han Kuk Yom, “Mariology,” in Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, edited by Letty M. Russell and J.Shannon 
Clarkson (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), 170. 
94 Yom, “Mariology,” 170. 
95 Mary Grey, The Wisdom of Fools: Seeking Revelation for Today ( London: Mary Grey & SPCK, 1993), 128. 
96 Mary Grey, The Wisdom of Fools, 131. 
97 Yom, “Mariology,” 170. 
98 Yom, “Mariology,” 171. 
99 Chung, Hyun Kyung. Struggle to be the Sun Again: Introducing Asian Women’s Theology(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 1990), 77. 
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In sum, the idealisation of wifehood and womanhood is a patriarchal tool used to uphold the 

marginalisation and stigmatisation of woman as token/trophy wives. The talanoaga and 

talatalaga above with the indigenous sources reveals that wifehood was never considered a 

status above the status of tama’ita’i. Instead both statuses complemented each other in a way 

that the wife respects her sister in-law as her husbands feagaiga and vice versa. Eve and 

Mary, on the other hand, are unfortunately presented as contrasting role models, even today 

in Sāmoa. In weaving the theological reading of these female figures as liberation and 

transformation persons in their own right in this section, I hope that tama’ita’i Sāmoa also 

are/will be liberated from being placed in this dilemma in their daily lives as married women. 

The liberation and transformation of Eve and Mary is also ours as women and men on the 

margin as insignificant “othered” persons. 

The final chapter articulates Alofi sā o le Atua as an alternative ecclesiological model. Alofi 

sā is the sacred centre. A talanoaga and talatalaga on the re-imaging of Tama’ita’i and re-

locating the place and space of tama’ita’i is incomplete without a reference to the Sāmoan 

sacred centre, which is God. Hence the final chapter attempts to situate in a larger frame a 

wholistic presentation of how the equally created women and men in the image of God have a 

place and space in the Alofi Sā o le Atua. In the person-hood of Jesus and his mother Mary, 

God’s new covenant is realised. 
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Chapter 7 Tagata’aga o le Tama’ita’i i le Alofi Sā o le Atua – 

Imaging Women in the Sacred-Circle of God: An Ecclesiological 

Transformation Model 
 

Introduction 

Throughout this work I have shown that the tama’ita’i and tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i is 

rendered secondary and subordinate due to the predominantly masculine gendered constructs 

of the church and her mission. This last chapter articulates an indigenous and relevant theo-

anthropological contextual approach for the church and her commitment to the mission of 

God. The aim is for the church in the 21st century to be faithful, trustworthy and actively 

involved in the work of justice for tama’ita’i and for the marginalized who have suffered 

from structural, institutional and all forms of injustices.  

This study began with the imaging of tama’ita’i Sāmoa as an issue of concern. This work 

challenges the claim by many Sāmoans that Sāmoan women are among the most privileged in 

the world. I argue that the patriarchal wrappers binding tama’ita’i Sāmoa within fa’asāmoa 

and fa’amatai systems are hidden in the idealisation of “wifehood” as the primary status for 

women. And tokenism is indeed a patriarchal ideal that keeps women content with the 

confinement of their roles particularly to the household.  

Following the process of action-reflection, talanoaga or dialogue/polylogue with the 

indigenous traditions, scholarly works, biblical tradition and mythical narratives reflects the 

reality of women’s submission on the local, regional and global level. After the talatalaga of 

the stories, experiences and theories, transformational theological thoughts and clues are 

located within the analysed systems through the application of fofō alamea as a redemptive 

and liberating model for tama’ita’i. The rationale of this approach is in intentionally locating 

the transformational clues available within the constructively analysed systems as a re-

solution. Within the biblical and indigenous sacred texts, one finds the guiding principles of 

ava fatafata or the covenant of mutual relationality as a central pillar of living gendered 

relationships.  

The praxis of this covenant is rooted in alofi sā where each person sitting in the circle knows 

their va with each other, with the cosmos and especially with God, the divine centre of the 

sacred circle. Should there be disharmony, it is also within this sacred circle that the people-
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in-community mend, reconcile and renew their relationship. Note that, although fa’amatai is 

also known as the sacred circle, the centre is not the matai representing his/her family, but 

God. The sacred circle of the matai is inclusive in the sense that each family is represented 

and has a place and space in the decision making body of the village. However, it is highly 

structured and its hierarchy is symbolised by the seating arrangement and the significance of 

the central posts on the sides, as the designated seat of the highest ranking chiefs. The 

exception is the Manua Islands where women are no longer allowed in this circle. The irony 

is that this group of islands was once headed by prominent women who became the 

Tuimanua, their highest ranking chief and that of all Samoa in the pre-contact era.  

With that, I propose Alofi Sā o le Atua or the Sacred Circle of God as the transformative 

ecclesiological model. It is any circle where the people gather formally or informally to meet, 

interact, share and deliberate. It is also a place, a haven of refuge where poutu-tasi, the 

middle post is for and of God alone. This proposed model is inclusive of all and a relevant 

model to be adapted and adopted for the church. I synthesize some aspects of Letty Russell’s 

model of “church in the round” with some aspects of this church model. However, the sacred 

circle of God is a particularly indigenous Sāmoan model of being church or of being the kin-

ship of God. It is founded on the assumptions that theo-anthropologically, the contextual 

model engenders an abrupt departure from a gendered God in whom the gendered church 

worshipped, to a more inclusive and transforming model of an engendered church.  

Particular to this final chapter is the lalagaina, the weaving of the recovered feminine strands, 

and the toe lalagaina, re-weaving of the tama’ita’i motif of the tapestry of humanity in the 

Alofi Sā o le Atua. In the process of weaving, God is the centre and the foundational base of 

the Alofi Sā o le Atua which is the church. The church is not the building or the institutional 

structure, but the people. Unlike the pyramid model adopted by the institutional church and 

the hierarchical ranking of chiefs in the Samoan indigenous sacred circle, the sacred centre of 

God is a circle that begins and ends with God. And the triadic relationship of humankind-

cosmos-and the sacred/divine revolves within the circle, its meeting points connected in and 

through the sacred circle of God.  

Alofi Sā o le Atua is re-appropriated as the ecclesiological model of transformation for this 

theological-anthropology of tama’ita’i. This model was already founded by God through the 

birth, life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Jesus established this model 

through his teachings and earthly ministry. Alofi Sā o le Atua is the Sāmoan re-appropriation 
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of God’s model established by Jesus Christ in his community in the first century. The 

functioning of Jesus Christ’s model with some reappropriation and innovations continues to 

find significance and relevance for the twenty first century and beyond. 

Alofi Sā o le Atua Reappropriated as a Transformational Model 

Engaging with Alofi Sā, the narratives of ancient Sāmoa as discussed in Chapter 2 relayed 

that the Alofi Sā tapua’iga was modelled after fono a Sa-Tagaloa, the meeting of divinities.1 

Note that it is not often acknowledged, that women (few in number and mainly from 

aristocratic families) were also part of the sacred circle as the chiefs representing their 

families or as tama’ita’i in their roles as feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu. They actively 

participated, either as the taupou taking her seat at the side post with the high chief; or mixing 

the ava as a service to the sacred center or as chiefs. With the abolition of indigenous 

religion, the essence of that religiosity is still maintained today in the meeting of councils of 

matai and any other formal event for the church, village and government through the 

celebration of ava ceremony.2 

Turner records witnessing the actions of the head of the family during Samoan meal times, 

which were around mid-morning and at sun-down.3 Before eating, matai are completely 

silent, then they take a cup of ava, pour ava on the floor and utter a prayer like the following: 

“Here is ava for you, o god! Look kindly toward this family; let it prosper and increase, and 

let us all be kept in health. Let our plantations be productive; let fruit grow; and may there be 

an abundance of food for us, your creatures.”4 

In short, interpreting tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i in the light of Alofi Sā, and of the indigenous 

religion and theology presupposes features such as sacredness, purity, and pro-creativity. 

These divine attributes are inherited and carried by tama’ita’i, both in her relational, 

communal and religious engagements.  

Tagata’aga is divine as it is eternally issued by and from the Gods of non-human origin. And 

while it exists in human form, it embodies itself in ‘service-hood’ or human responsibilities 

and functions. The way the indigenous Sāmoan concepts were invoked was itself not 

                                                 

1 See, for instance, Herman 1970, 4  
2 See, Kramer, The Samoa Islands,549-550. 
3 Turner,Samoa, A Hundred Years,116. 
4 Turner,Samoa, A Hundred Years,116.  
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changed, and notable in the divine categorisation is the association of the sacredness with the 

feminine component or counterpart.5 This means that the sacredness of tama’ita’i also 

presupposes the sacredness of her tagata’aga. In retrospect to the mythical traditions, we 

have noted that the sacred status of tama’ita’i is rooted in the conviction that she was created 

and sanctified by Atua (gods of non-human origin) and protected by Aitu (gods of human 

origin),6 and regularly lived on earth through Alofi Sā the sacred centre worship. 

Alofi Sā o le Atua: From a Hierarchical Church to an Egalitarian Church 

The institutional church in both Samoa functioned according to a similar hierarchical model 

where laws, dogmas and doctirine control the people and their relationships. The attempt of 

the missionary churches to segregate church and society was partly successful. Men, women 

and children were seated in church according to their gender just as they worked separately as 

members of the Nu’u o Ali’i and Nu’u o Tama’ita’i. These two villages in pre-contact times 

both contributed to the alofi sā o matai, the decision making body for the whole village. They 

instituted the body known as the Nu’u o Tama’ita’i which functioned alongside the Nu’u o 

Ali’i. This still exists in some villages today. Furthermore, women as chiefs represented their 

families in the alofi sā o matai or the sacred circle of chiefs.  

For years, especially since the acceptance of Christianity as the main religion, it has been 

assumed that this sacred circle was the domain of male/men only. The institutional church on 

the other hand inculturated the fa’amatai system and erected a parallel structure like the 

fa’amata’i. Women became members of the Women’s Fellowship, while only the men were 

chosen as deacons. Only upon the death of the husband was his spouse chosen as his 

replacement. And men alone were allowed to be the clergy. As a result women consciously or 

unconsciously became the most loyal followers of both the Christian and Sāmoan patriarchal 

systems. Without questioning these institutional structures and how they had prohibited 

women from utilising their gifts, church women have stood at the forefront, blocking any 

changes, especially if they are initiated by other women. This behaviour is recognised as 

horizontal violence and oppression. It is a tool of patriarchy, where church women are their 

worst enemies when they protest women becoming ordained, leaders and taking up 

professions traditionally reserved for men. The church has been very successful in making 

women the most influential supporters of the twin patriarchal systems that have marginalised 

                                                 

5 Tcherkézoff,“Culture, Nation, and Society,” 270. 
6 Holmes, 42 
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them. This is the ideal of the patriarchal kingdom of God. On the contrary, there is no 

hierarchy in the sacred circle of God where all are kins. 

Glimpses of the Alofi sā o le Atua as an egalitarian church were already seen in the churches 

in Sāmoa and, inseparably, in Oceania. At the first gathering of the Pacific Conference of 

Churches (PCC) in 1961, women played little part in deliberations, and they were not 

considered for formal positions.7 The current reversal of such a practice is only one 

conspicuous and recent development in a long process of socio-historical change involving 

women of the Pacific churches. Initially, the churches were completely in the hands of men. 

Gradually, women broke into these male-dominated institutions, created their own spheres of 

influence within them, and eventually achieved a share in their leadership.8 

The Pacific Council of Churches took a leap in the right direction when it chose for the first 

time an Oceanian woman to be the leader of their organization. Previously this body had been 

chaired by males since its inception in 1961, and the general secretaries had always been men 

until the Assembly of 1971 ten years later. Fetaui Mata’afa, the wife of the (then) Prime 

Minister of Sāmoa, was selected to chair the organization. And six years later the general 

secretariat was passed to Lorine Tevi, a Fijian woman. According to Charles Forman, these 

two elections reveal a transformation of women’s roles in the South Pacific churches.  

From a historian’s perspective, Forman was right on target with his analysis. But he 

overlooked the important fact with which only indigenous Oceanians will be familiar. In most 

Polynesian societies, women of high status are recognised as leaders in their own right. At the 

above-mentioned assembly, Polynesian Reformed churches had the majority in membership 

and they knew that Mata’afa was an educated woman of aristocratic ancestry. Her husband, 

on the other hand, was also an aristocrat, besides being the prime minister of an island nation 

that was the first in the Pacific to be independent. Her status as a high ranking tama’ita’i 

Sāmoa, the faletua of a paramount chief and Prime Minister, plus her academic 

qualifications, made her one of, if not the most qualified person at the Assembly to hold the 

position.  

On top of this, most Polynesian societies highly value women with high rank. Her gender was 

not an issue. Instead, her status as a high-born matters the most. This is an example of how 

                                                 

7 Forman, “Sing to the Lord a New Song,” 153-4. 
8 Forman, “Sing to the Lord a New Song,” 154. 
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Oceanian communities can uphold being engendered churches where leadership is not based 

on one’s gender but, rather, on who has the gifts and the charisma to lead according to 

Christian principles. However, this does not take away the fact that aristocratic women are 

part and parcel of the patriarchal structuring. This is where the proposed model as an 

egalitarian church of God offers all tama’ita’i their inherited place and space in the Alofi sā o 

le Atua. Moreover, regardless of this aspect in Polynesian societies, “when the mission 

churches were introduced to Oceania, male missionaries were in charge and their wives held 

no formal position. Hence, island women had few role models as far as female participation 

in church leadership was concerned. Participation of another kind, women shared in the 

weekly rituals of the Christian converts.”9 

As we have seen, during the colonial era, the earliest missionaries were trained to carry out 

their mission with the dichotomous view of male and female in their teachings. The newly 

christian in ednation thoroughly accepted the division, relegating the female counterpart to 

subordinate and subservient status in relation to the male counterpart. The first biblical 

creation story was overshadowed and eventually neglected by institutions such as LMS that 

trained the early missionary workers, who later on, were sent out as native teachers to the 

South Seas. 

In this context, the Sāmoan institutional church has favourably adapted the second biblical 

creation story (Gen.2-3) as a legitimate and compatible model. The second creation story has 

been interpreted to present Eve as the woman who becomes the helper of Adam, the man, 

who has the authority to rule and be dominant. The missionary church and its initial 

teachings10 on the biblical creation accounts propagated the same ideas. The missionaries’ 

theology and biblical teachings placed more emphasis on the second creation narrative, 

stating that Eve was created to be a helpmeet to serve Adam.11According to this 

understanding, Adam was created to be the crown of creation as well as the caretaker of the 

                                                 

9 Forman, “Sing to the Lord a New Song,” 155. 
10 This is a reference to the churches worldwide that came into existence as a result of the church planting 
mission of the early European missionaries. Although most of them are now independent bodies, their 
doctrines, dogmas and constitutions are that of, if not similar to the mother mission church. 
11 This was the version the researcher was told as a young child at Sunday School and the interpretation she 
hears from ordinary Christians she has met in the Pacific and outside. Such teachings were embraced at the 
time as normal and in accordance with what society expected women and men to be. 
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Garden of Eden and all therein, including Eve the woman he named.12 What has been 

overlooked is the fact that Eve as a ‘helper’ constitutes a divinely attribute of God being a 

helper for the needy as the Psalmist proclaim. 

The ideas developed around the second creation story (Gen.2-3) had been adopted as the 

model for a Christian couple, as well as a marital order of life. The couple first sealed their 

union through a formal church blessing before submitting themselves to each other as 

married husband and wife. The culmination of this union is in becoming fruitful and 

multiplying. Emphasizing procreation as the primary purpose for marriage, and not love in 

itself, the importance of the woman was then bounded to the fertility of her reproductive 

organs and her productivity in carrying out her prescribed functionary role to people the 

earth. This reasoning assumes that all men are fertile thus ignoring a fact that children-less-

ness in many marriages is due to the husband being impotent or having a low count of seeds 

needed for the conception of a child. Afterall, marriage is more about love and joy in the 

companionship established through a marital covenant with God. Procreation is part of the 

union but not the sole purpose for it.  

Alofi Sā o le Atua: From a Gendered Church to an Engendered Church 

Engendering male and female in the image and likeness of God as proposed by the Alofi Sā 

model is important for the life of the Sāmoan church or the church of God as a whole. The 

Sāmoan churches have been interpreting the second creation story as presenting Eve, the 

woman, as the helper of Adam because she was taken out of his rib. Therefore, men have the 

authority to have dominion and to rule women as father, husband, and son. 

Even if the second creation narrative or the writer of the Yahwist account is taken as 

justification for the submission of women, its interpretation through the feminist theological 

lens gives the second creation narrative an enlightening meaning. This work’s understanding 

is in line with Russell’s theologising that “the Yahwist culminates the description of created 

harmony with the fulfilment, not just of biological community but also of social partnership. 

                                                 

12 I’ve grown up as a young Christian girl believing what was taught in Sunday School and preached in many 
sermons that Eve was created as Adam’s companion. She was made out of his rib, therefore she is weaker. 
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To be created by God as woman and man was to be ‘not lonesome but twosome’ and was to 

find human wholeness in community.”13 Furthermore, the creation account in Genesis 2:  

...reflects the cultural assumptions of male dominance, but in a critical way. Man and 

woman are created twosome for the purpose of human community and 

companionship, not for the purpose of procreation. The relationship of the earth 

creature to the plant and animal world is one of caring and tending, not of 

subordination....Before the Fall, man and woman are to be companion together, 

finding joy in union with each other.14 

The egalitarian church models women and men in partnership in the social, cultural and 

religious realms. And in the household, they are companions sharing in their roles and 

responsibilities as parents and as leaders. The gifts of God in each individual is respected, 

honoured, shared and valued as beneficial to the building of the church-in-communion with 

each other, eco-systems and God. 

This conscientisation has led me to question the existing systems, critique and search for the 

message of hope and liberation for women in the Bible in this theology. Note that there have 

been many feminist questions about how to translate ‘azer’ as helper though that is beyond 

the scope of this work. This work agrees and adopts Phyllis Trible’s translation of azer as 

companion and not helper. I am in accord with her interpretation of the second creation 

narrative and her assertion that the English translation of azer as “helper” is misleading as the 

Hebrew word does not connote subordination and inferiority as it is often translated.15 

Trible claims that the second narrative is about the creation of eros or sexual love. And God 

created with dust an earth creature (hā-’ ͣdāmȃ) that was sexually undifferentiated and used 

the divine breath to give it life.16 It is clear in Genesis.2:18-20 that Yahweh aimed to create a 

companion for the earthling.17 According to Yahweh God, states Trible, “what the creature 

needs is a companion, one who is neither subordinate nor superior, one who alleviates 

isolation through identity.18 So just “as Yahweh shaped dust and breathed into it to produce 

                                                 

13 Russell, Becoming Human, 64. She cites also as source Phillis Bird, “Images of Women in the Old Testament,” 
in Religion and Sexism,ed. Rosemary Radford Ruether (Simon & Schuster, 1974). 
14 Russell, Becoming Human, 66. 
15 Phyllis Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, ed.W. Brueggerman and J. Donahue(Fortress Press, 1978), 
90. 
16 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, 80. 
17 Russell, Becoming Human, 63. 
18 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, 90. See also Russell, Becoming Human, 63. 
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the earth creature, so now Yahweh takes out the rib and fashions it into woman.”19 The 

operation not only changed the body of the earth creature but the woman “belongs to a new 

order that will by itself transform the very flesh of the earth creature... from one to 

two....Continuity exists in the oneness of humanity.”20 What is important to note is that 

In the very act of distinguishing female from male, the earth creature describes her as 

‘bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh’ (Gen.2:23). These words speak unity, 

solidarity, mutuality and equality... The man does not depict himself as either prior to 

or superior to the woman. His sexual identity depends upon her even as hers depends 

upon him. For both of them sexuality originates in the one flesh of humanity.21 

The female-male relationship in the second story in Genesis.2:4b-24 is understood in the 

context of mutual companionship and not that of the feminine being the submissive helper. 

According to Russell, who holds a similar stance as Trible, ancient creation myths of the 

Near East presented God as “the sole source of life and creation... the story places (human 

creatures) in the center of a circle of relationships with God, plants, and animals.”22 Jahweh 

formed the human out of the earth as an earth creature. “It is not yet either male or female 

simply, like the animals, a living creature formed from earth and filled with God’s breath (vs 

7, 9).”23 

The proposed model of God and church are suggestive of how our texts are gendered, in that 

humanity is both male and female and this is reflected in the text. The point stressed is that 

the text is gendered (Adam formed first) but, when read through new gendered lenses, we 

encounter Eve in new ways. I read against the grain of the text through a female gendered 

lens in order to reach a just gendering of texts and other aspects as well. The gendered 

associations/stereotypes undermined women’s uniqueness as human beings created in the 

divine image. For instance, the commonly accepted assumption in our world today is: 

 ...that our physiological bodies (in particular notions of femaleness or maleness and 

presumptions about physical size, strength,and reproductive capacities) determine our 

social roles…. There is no necessary relationship between one’s capacity to produce 

ova or sperm (or lack of capacity to produce either) and acting “ladylike” or ‘manly.24 

                                                 

19 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality,96. 
20 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, 97. 
21 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality,98-99. 
22 Russell, Becoming Human, 63. 
23 Russell, Becoming Human, 63. 
24 SL Crawley, Lara J. Foley, Constance L. Shenan,Gendering Bodies (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 
2008), 1. 
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Sara L Crawley, Lara J Foley, and Constance L Shenan in Gendering Bodiesreason that  

...embodied knowledge is gained through bodily practices. Mind and body are not 

experienced as separate. All thoughts and feelings are experienced through the 

physical body, and bodily practices and behaviours that result from ideas and cultural 

messages shape the physical body in various ways.25 

They therefore further “argue that cultural messages that form our expectations and ‘rules’ 

about gender determine the gendered experiences of our bodies – our embodied knowledge 

and that these messages and our resulting gendered practices help to shape our physical 

bodies as well.”26 As a result:  

…each of us has become gendered and is continually being gendered in our everyday 

experiences in the world. Every thought, every action, every interaction with others in 

this world is gendered. That is how deeply our cultural messages about the importance 

of biological sex affect our lives. We become those messages.27 

And as discussed in previous chapters,  

...the male body is understood as physically better than the female body – that is, we 

see males as ‘naturally physically superior’ to females. This means that we as aculture 

do not understand the ability to give birth to human life as strength or an indicator of 

any sort of physical superiority; it is attributed to the “weak” female body.28 

Sāmoa’s ancient stories and folklore echo an understanding and hierarchical structure similar 

to that of ancient Israel, where its stories portray “a people whose women do not appear to 

exercise power in the public realm but who hold considerable power in the private realm of 

household and children.”29 Like the agrarian biblical community, Sāmoa also has “specific 

marriage practices; customs of inheritance and the rights of the firstborn; work roles of men 

and women; and attitudes toward male and female children; toward family and sexual ethics, 

and toward widows, barren wives, and other marginal females...”30 

In distinction, the ‘Alofi Sā model of church respects the co-existence of both as mutual 

reciprocal partners, and with each valuing the spiritual gifts of one another. And as echoed by 

Trible, the relationship of men and women must be governed by their working together in 

                                                 

25 Crawley and et.al, Gendering Bodies, xiii. 
26 Crawley and et.al, Gendering Bodies, xiii,1. 
27 Crawley and et.al, Gendering Bodies, xiii,3. 
28Crawley and et.al, Gendering Bodies, xiii, 15. 
29 Susan Niditch, “Genesis,” inWomen’s Bible Commentary: Expanded Edition with Apocrypha, ed. Carol A. 
Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe (Louiville: Westminster John Knox Press), 13 
30 Niditch, “Genesis,” 14. 
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unity, solidarity, mutuality and equality. Moreover, with Alofi Sā model of church, the sense 

of divine calling into the mission of God is genuinely upheld by each other in their tautua 

(“service-hood”) and not so much in the notion of auaunaga (servanthood).31 

Alofi Sā o le Atua: From a Condemning to an Inclusive Reconciling Church 

Alofi Sā was not only recognised as a tapuaiga in pre-Christian Sāmoa, but it was also 

considered the earthly abode of the divine. Alofi Sā had been practised in either maota, laoa 

or malae (social/sacred ground). Such place is where Tausala is honouredly recognized in her 

ceremonial and religious involvements, including her redemptive presence or sulufa’iga (a 

place of refuge). Whoever seeks redemption gains it, regardless of his/her sins and their 

severity. Mutual reconciliation is sought through the performance of ifoga, a Sāmoan 

reconciliation act. Both parties will be brought together to reconcile, forgive and mend 

broken relationships. Note that this does not mean a sinner is excused of his/her wrongdoings. 

His/her family will still have to pay retribution for the wrong done. The extended family 

suffer with the perpetrator the consequences of his/her action. 

What is important in Alofi Sā as maota ma malae o Tausala or place of redemption is that life 

is spared or saved. The sin is forgiven and justice is restored for the victims and survivors 

through the traditional judicial system. The perpetrators are dealt with accordingly, and 

further repetitions of violence are hopefully avoided. The meaning of Alofi Sā as a place of 

refuge and redemption, place of worship, and as the “sacred centre”is applied in the proposed 

model. As alluded to earlier, everything was centred on the church and the clergy when 

Christianity was accepted as Sāmoa’s main religion. The manse became the maota o Tausala 

and Sulufa’iga.  

Today, the church has become condemnatory and judgmental instead of being 

compassionate, loving and serving. It is no longer a safe haven for those needing refuge from 

any sort of challenging situation in life. The male-centred church does not manifest the Alofi 

Sā, so that parishioners are not seeking refuge at the manse any more. Reclaiming the 

indigenous understanding of Alofi Sā as maota ma malae o Sulufa’iga (a place of refuge) and 

maota/malae o le Togiola (a place of redemption) is important for the church today, 

                                                 

31This is one way to depart from the imperial, hierarchal and structural impositions of the church. Because of 
our colonial history, I associate servant-hood with auauna, in a slave-master relationship. Tautua is its 
indigenous rendering that means providing a service. So, I coin and use “service-hood” instead of the servant-
hood. 
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especially since it has slowly lost this element in its life. Jesus is the redeemer who redeemed 

our sins and set the church a place of solitude for the refugees of all forms. 

Alofi Sā o le Atua: From the Empire Kingdom to the Kin-dom of God Church 

Alofi Sā o le Atua is about the aiga or kin-dom of God being in inter-connected triadic inter-

relationships with each other, the cosmos and God. One’s personal, communal and collective 

relationship with God is shaped by the indigenous people’s understanding of themselves as 

members of the kin-ship of God. To re-phrase it in the wisdom of Martin Buber the most 

important inter-relations and inter-connections are of the “I-Thou” and not the “I-It” kind. 

The kin-dom of God is contrary to the missionary-introduced imperial king-dom of God in 

which relationships are ordered hierarchically. In this latter system, God/empire is placed as 

the highest point of the pyramid while women and children, together with animals make up 

the base or the lowest group in societal ranking. The understanding of the Kingdom of God is 

shaped by the imperial-patriarchal structure of the Western world but its implication has 

literally been taken and understood on the basis of the gospel message where love and justice 

reign.  

The indigenous Alofi Sā of God centers on God’s relationship and relational connexion with 

people and the cosmos and not on the hierarchy.32 It is a sacred circle that connects all to God 

on an equal level. Yet, each relates to another with mutual respect and knowing his or her 

place and space, based on the principles of ava fatafata. All are aware that what is sacred and 

divine belongs to the realm of God while what is sacred-social, and social-sacred they share 

mutually as equal partners in the kin-dom of God. In this ideal kin-dom, women, men and all 

of creation have a place and space, and all live harmoniously. Creation is honoured with awe. 

and respected as the earthly abode of God.  

The success of this system was evident during the reign of Tafa’ifa Salamasina as well as the 

indigenous Sāmoan democracy. All islands of Sāmoa lived peacefully as one people 

connected to her as their kin and no inter-tribal wars were recorded. Disparity and 

disagreements, however, cannot be avoided among people in community oriented societies, 

especially when issues of justice and dissention break the harmony of the kinship. The Alofi 

sā was the center of peace-keeping and peace-making as well as for restorative justice. This is 

                                                 

32 I apply the spelling and meaning of connexion as used by the Methodist Church of Aotearoa, New Zealand 
which stresses the crossing and criss-crossings of relationships in and through God. This is also the 
understanding of the indigenous Samoans. 
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the kin-dom that Jesus preached, taught, and lived with the hope that those given the 

authority in heaven and earth to go out into the world and make disciples, baptising them in 

the name of the triune God, will teach and observe as he has commanded (Matt.28:18-20). 

Jesus the Triune Tama-i-ta’i in Alofi Sā o le Atua 

Jesus planted the seeds of the kin-dom of God during his earthly ministry. He was a 

revolutionary figure who transformed his own culture and society by setting up an egalitarian 

community. He lived in a patriarchal society where he needed to rely mainly on a group of 

predominantly male disciples that surrounded him for support. Jesus acknowledged that a 

prophet is not honoured by his/her people because of how he was treated by his own people 

because of his views and his stance in solidarity with the marginalised. He was the greatest 

liberation feminist. He lived among the poor and associated with the forgotten, neglected and 

included women as his friends, disciples and messengers. These women and their 

extraordinary stories were few in numbers, yet Jesus was moved with compassion to be with 

them. Jesus engendered the language, the thinking and the way of life of those he crossed 

paths with. On the basis of mercy and grace all who touched him were healed and their lives 

were changed forever.  

Moreover, he reconciled humanity with God at a cost without price. Jesus the triune Tama-i-

ta’i paid ransom with his life so that the kin-dom of God could also be established on earth. 

In all senses and meaning of the concept, Jesus Christ is truly the feagaiga, tama sā and 

ilāmutu of God sent to redeem and reconcile the world in God. In spite of doing all that he 

was chosen to do, Jesus did live in a culture that did not value women and children highly. At 

times his responses reflected that he was indeed also a Jewish male and at times had a 

tarnished egalitarian view.33 

I have turned to utilise and revive the liberating aspects from the Samoan wisdom tradition as 

a clue for transformation to our search for being human in the image of God and becoming 

church in the Kin-dom of God. There are conditions that can have unpleasant consequences 

                                                 

33 The story about the Canaanite woman is a good example (Matthew.15: 22-28). She sought his help in 
healing her daughter who was severely possessed by a demon. Jesus in being a male Jewish responded that it 
is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs. She replied confidently “yes Lord, yet, even 
the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” Jesus the divine child immediately recognised 
what he had said and he quickly corrected himself in the presence of his disciples. He answered “O woman, 
great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire.” Even though Jesus was mometarily tested as a human by 
the very virtues that were supposed to guide his life, much better nuance of Jesus’ more inclusive stances and 
actions revealed his divinity. 
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when the covenant of mutual relationality with the sacred sister is ignored. Any brother or 

man who disrespects, dishonours and mistreats his feagaiga, tama sā, and ilāmutu will be 

cursed through their generation unless he seeks pardon for the actions.34 In re-appropriating 

the Alofi sā as the sacred circle of God, I present Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ as the triune 

Tama-i-ta’i who is God’s feagaiga of feagaiga, tama sā of tama sā and ilāmutu of ilāmutu.35 

This makes him an extraordinary “fully human and fully divine” being, whose power 

transforms all things. The Kin-dom of God is for all, yet only those given the key for being 

good citizens of the Alofi sā of God can enter. As Christ’s followers, everyone is called to 

live a transformed life through admitting one’s shortcomings and to be faithful in upholding 

covenant of relationality with God, others and the whole of creation. 

Iesu o le Feagaiga a le Atua – Jesus as the Covenant of God 

God is the covenant maker and Jesus is the covenant of the new creation in Christ. And Mary, 

an ordinary tama’ita’i, was chosen to be the extraordinary vessel to carry and fulfil God’s 

promise for humanity. The triad relationship of God, the tama’ita’i and the Spirit culminated 

in the conception and birth of the tama sā who became the realisation of God’s covenant with 

humanity. God included a woman in the salvation plan. Without her there would be no new 

covenant. To use the language of music to underline the work of feminists in the 21st 

century: “I did not come from your ribs. You came from my vagina.”36 In other words, 

feagaiga a le Atua was created by the Spirit in the womb of a tama’ita’i and came out 

through her passage of life, her vagina, full of life. The story of Jesus is incomplete without 

the story of Mary his mother. The two are inseparable from each other and connected for life 

to God. Out of the womb of Mary the feagaiga tama’ita’i, Jesus the feagaiga tama-i-ta’i of 

God was birthed. Being the heir of God, he is the one and only tau-ile-pou-tutasi, directly 

connected to the sacred center/God. As the world’s feagaiga tama-i-ta’i, he is the togisala, 

(redeemer), pae ma le auli (peacemaker/keeper), faioa (source of wealth/abundance) and all 

the attributed connected to the concept. 

                                                 

34 For more information on the sacredness of children, see Horst Cain, “The Sacred Child and the Origin of 
Spirits in Samoa” Anthropos vol. 66 (1971), 173–81. 
35 I refer to Jesus as tama-i-tai as a differentiation to its usage specifically for female folk. Yet as stressed early 
on in the writing, tama is an inclusive term that is applied to both male and female children. Tama is used here 
to include both male and female. But the reference particular to Jesus as tama-i-ta’i denotes his ‘personhood’ 
as the anointed one of God and not his ‘malehood/ness.’ 
36 Music and lyrics by Lauren Mayer, 2015. 
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Iesu o le Tama Sā a le Atua – Jesus as the Anointed One of God 

Jesus and Mary are one as tama sā (female/mother) and tama sā (child born of a mother). My 

tama’ita’i reading of Mary presents her as a resilient, revolutionary and courageous woman 

who rose above a culture of shame and honour. Her strength is revealed in her courage to 

humbly accept the divine plan to carry the child of the divine who is to fulfil the promise for 

the new covenant for humanity in the New/Second Testament. It is one thing to sire a child 

out of a union with a partner. It is something out of the ordinary and more blasphemous in her 

context, and in any context, to claim that one’s child is of the Holy Spirit.  

Mary knew that she was a young innocent tama (female child) who was sā (sacred/a virgin) 

and had not yet “known” a man. When told that she was going to give birth to a son, whom 

she should call Jesus, her immediate human response was: “How will this be possible, since I 

am a virgin?” (Luke.1:34) The angel answered, “the Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the 

power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called 

paia/sā (holy).” She did not question the logic of the announcement, nor did she worry about 

what people would say (Luke 1: 35). Instead, she humbly responded to the angel “Behold, I 

am the servant of the Lord, let it be done to me according to your word.”(Luke 1: 38)  

She overcame with dignity the cultural shame of birthing an “illegitimate” child with a 

steadfast-ness in faith and hope, and in believing that God chose her to be the mother of tama 

sā/paia (the sacred/holy child). This promise was indeed fulfilled through the birth of her 

tama sā/paia, the anointed child of God, making him the holiest of all tama sā. Generations 

of Christian believers heralded her as theotokos, the mother of God and the vessel in which 

the tama sā of God was born, using contemporary theological language, fully human fully 

divine (or, according to the Samoan understanding, that makes Jesus a aitu tagata, partly 

human, partly divine). Jesus Christ is acknowledged and “is referred to as ‘perfect God and 

perfect man’ or ‘truly divine and truly human’ (meaning ‘complete God and complete 

man).”37 This is reformulated today in what is known as the Formula of Union which reads 

as: 

We confess, therefore, our Lord Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God, perfect 

God and perfect Man, consisting of a rational soul and a body begotten of the Father 

(sic) before the ages as touching his Godhead, the same, in the last days, for us and 

                                                 

37 Need, Truly Divine & Truly Human, 94. 
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our salvation, born of the Virgin Mary... For of two natures a union has been made. 

For this cause we confess one Christ, one Son, one Lord.38 

Iesu o le Ilāmutu a le Atua – Jesus as the Spirit/Fully Divine One of God 

Aitu tagata have ilāmutu, supernatural or out of this world powers. Unfortunately, ilāmutu 

has been equated since christianisation with curse and evil forces. To revive the negated 

feminine concepts of our complicated his-story, I have made our memory the subject of our 

story by reviving their original positive meaning. In this endeavour, I point out that the 

tama’ita’i as ilāmutu were spiritual mediators along with the high chiefs of their families. 

They led the families in prayers, offerings and spiritual matters.39  

In reviving ilāmutu as benevolent spirit associated with female, I am empowering myself to 

conjure up a storm that will hopefully inspire others to take similar actions. I am also aware 

that I may have tread over other’s path and may sound insulting. I am merely taking a 

positive stance in de-negating a concept that was once central to the being of tama’ita’i 

Samoa as priestess and spiritual leaders. 

 Declaring Jesus Christ as the greatest ilāmutu that ever lived is not blasphemous at all, from 

my perspective. Instead it is an address honouring his divinity as the God-send that dwelt/s 

among us. All that he did, preached, and lived points to the nature of his being a holy human-

divine. No one has ever performed miracles of healing the way Jesus did. He had such a 

profound appeal on those who sought him and he touched the hearts and souls of those he 

encountered and their lives were changed forever. Most important of all, Jesus the ilāmutu of 

God conquered death and overcame Sheol. He was truly victorious. Tama’ita’i Sāmoa can 

join Oduyoye and declare that: 

The victory of Jesus... is over death and life-denying forces....The Jesus of Nazareth, 

by the counter-cultural relations he established with women, has become for us the 

Christ, the anointed one who liberates, the companion, friend, teacher, true ‘Child of 

Woman’- ‘child of Woman’ truly, because in Christ the fullness of all that we know 

of perfect womanhood is revealed... Jesus of Nazareth designated the Christ, is the 

one who has broken down the barriers we have erected between God and us as well as 

                                                 

38 Need, Truly Divine & Truly Human, 94. 
39 For a thorough discussion on tama’ita’i as spiritual leader, see for instance Fanaafi Aiono Le Tagaloa, Tapuai: 
Samoan Worship (Mālua Printing Press, Mālua, 2003), and Meleisea, Lagaga: A Short History of Western 
Samoa,  
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among us. The Christ is the Reconciler calling us back to our true selves, to one 

another, and to God.40 

Iesu ma le Ava Fatafata – Jesus in/and the I-(We)-Thou Relationality 

The life of Jesus Christ manifested the principles of ava fatafata or the covenant of mutual 

relationality. Jesus knew who he was, what he was born to fulfil and his responsibility and 

duties as the heir of God. He felt the heaviness of his calling as the chosen anointed when he 

called out: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me” (Mark 15:33-34; Matthew 27:45-

47). Yet, in knowing the moment has come he announced: “If you are willing, remove this 

cup from me, yet, not my will but yours be done” (Luke 22:42). In taking his final breath he 

declared “It is finished” Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit (John 19:30). And his 

agony was felt by all of creation, the thunders roared, the lightning flashed, the light dimmed 

and the world was in darkness as his soul went to be with God. In living out his relational 

covenant with God, Jesus Christ abided by the principles of ava fatafata or “I-We-Thou” in 

which he knew on his relational connexional space with God, with humanity and with all of 

the created world.  

Forward Movement for Tama’ita’i Sāmoana 

As has been repeatedly stated, the core purpose of the theological anthropology of tama’ita’i 

is to re-claim the connexional relational space and place of women as citizens of the kin-dom 

of God inhabiting the earth. To do so, it was imperative to have a talanoaga with the existing 

structures governing the village, government and the church in Sāmoa and the wider world to 

find out how they are imaged. Through talatalaga the strands of patriarchy were discovered 

in all the systems mentioned. These strands greatly influenced the imaging of women and 

men in societies as well as the way the biblical and sacred texts were interpreted. Fofō 

alamea was applied in the search for transformative clues within the same systems. Using the 

lens of feminist liberation interpretation to read the first creation narrative of Genesis this 

foundational biblical text clearly presented that women and men were created equally in the 

image and likeness of God. And in consulting the Sāmoan indigenous wisdom, tama’ita’i 

Samoa has already an inherited central place as feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu. 

                                                 

40 Mercy A. Oduyoye, “Jesus Christ,” in Hope Abundant” Third World and Indigenous Women’s Theology, ed. 
Kwok Pui Lan (Maryknoll: OPrbis Books, 2010), 181-2. 
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The rediscovering of these forgotten and missing feminine attributive strands completed the 

necessary fabric needed for the re-weaving of the tapestry of humanity for tama’ita’i 

Sāmoana in the 21st century and beyond. 

In the re/designing, lalagaina (weaving) and toe lalagaina (re/interweaving) of the 

theological anthropology of tama’ita’i Sāmoana the sacred centre or Alofi sā o le Atua has 

been re-appropriated as the contextual ecclesiological transformational model for the church. 

In this model, God is the sacred centre and Jesus is the triune tama’ita’i, who is the feagaiga, 

tama sā and ilāmutu. In these personas, Jesus Christ fulfilled the plan of God during his 

earthly ministry whereby he established an earthly community that was modelled after the 

Kin-dom of God. In this kin-ship the Alofi sā of God is egalitarian, engendered, inclusive and 

reconciling. The central guiding principle of the Kin-dom is within ava fatafata or ‘I-We-

Thou’ relational bonding. 

It must be highlighted that in the establishment of the kin-dom of God on earth, Mary a 

young virgin tama’ita’i was chosen as the mother of the sacred child that was to be conceived 

by the Spirit. God’s plan began with ava fatafata where Mary faithfully accepted her fate 

without worrying about her reputation or questioning the announcement by the angel. Upon 

the birth of Immanuel, his mother knew that Jesus of Nazareth was God’s and not hers. She 

witnessed not only his miracles, teachings and suffering but she also endured the sting of 

death while watching from afar his crucifixion. Most of all, she lived to see the fulfilment of 

God’s plan through her son who reconciled the world with his blood and rose so that we can 

all be redeemed.  

She was among those who gathered with one accord devoting themselves to prayer in the 

upper room awaiting the fulfilment of Jesus’ promise prior to ascending to heaven (Acts.6:8, 

14). Jesus ordered them not to leave Jerusalem but to await the promise that they will receive 

the power when the Holy Spirit had come upon them, and they would be his witnesses in 

Jerusalem... and to the end of the earth (Luke 1: 4,8). Indeed they were all together in one 

place, when on the day of Pentecost divided tongues of fire appeared and rested on each of 

them. The crowd of faithful witnesses were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in 

other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance (Luke Luke 2: 1,3,4). Mary faithfully took on 

the challenge, endured the adversity attached to her son’s fate as the tama sā of God, and 

joyfully fulfilled her task as the chosen tama’itai in God’s plan for the salvation of humanity. 
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Na a’u le inaila’u a tama’ita’i i le malō o le Atua ia Maria. Through Mary, tama’ita’i 

successfully achieved their chosen role in the eternal divine plan for the Kin-dom of God. 

Conclusion 

I concede that any model of God and about God has limitations because they are humanly 

constructed. I have discussed in depth the indigenous reality of Alofi sā and its centrality in 

the religious and spiritual life of the Sāmoans, and how it has been relegated to an ava 

ceremony. In using the de-construction process, the remnants of the indigenous religion and 

the inherited place and space of Sāmoan women as tama’ita’i were re-discovered and 

revitalised Alofi sā as the indigenous worship centres on God. But in a sacred circle of the 

council of chiefs, the posts are named from the highest to the lowest rank. In reviving this 

indigenous Sāmoan worship I have proposed a paradigm shift where the Alofi sā is that of 

God and not of the matai. In doing so, the Sāmoan patriarchal structure that arranges the 

chiefs’ seats according to their ranks and status is dismantled. Instead all the posts in the 

sacred circle are equal in importance and the circle includes all and not just the titled chiefs. 

The children, women, men and all of creation have a place and space in God’s Alofi sā. The 

female and the male were created in the image and likeness of God for a purpose in the kin-

dom on earth and in heaven. 

I am aware that the proposed model is not free of bias, nor do I present it as an idealised new 

vision. I acknowledge that there will, of course, be limitations that other readers may point 

out as weaknesses. Any constructive input will assist greatly in building up a community-in-

solidarity through sharing healthy interconnections and interrelations with each other. What is 

more important is that there is an attempt to contribute positively as a way to move forward 

creatively in making this world a liveable, peaceful place on earth. Afterall, any theology is 

dead when it remains on the abstract level, and without any action-reflection especially when 

it does not have a positive impact on the lives of people, particularly the marginalised, 

oppressed and underserved.  

In the construction of this theology, the traditional, biblical, scholarly and sacred texts and 

narrative were consulted to determine how the female and feminine were imaged and 

continues to be imaged today. These resources revealed that patriarchy is the thread that 

connects women’s experiences of submission worldwide. Focusing specifically on the 

Sāmoan context, the claim that Sāmoan women are generally privileged is almost convincing 

theoretically. In practice, however, I have identified the idealisation of wifehood and the 
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feminine as stumbling blocks in realising the full humanity of the Sāmoan female 

personhood. Even the privilege positioning of the tama’ita’i upholds the patriarchal strands 

of theSāmoan structure and the status quo of high chiefly families.  

It is inevitable that tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i is severed by male-domineering structures and 

institutions. These are made manifest and channelled through the spiritual and social 

formation of the life-ways of Sāmoa. Consequently, in tagata’aga o le tama’ita’i, adversities 

such as submission and secondary or inferior status, reign.The theological anthropology of 

tama’ita’i is an action-reflection contribution that not only questions and analyses the social, 

cultural and religious structures that unjustly render women secondary, but also provides an 

alternative that is applicable to Sāmoa, Sā Moana and Sāmoana. In other words, the sacred 

circle is not only centered in the land-kinship of Sāmoa, it is also centered in the kinship of 

Sā Moana, and most importantly, it is centered on the inhabitants of the kinship of Sāmoana, 

all equally created in the image of God.  

God already set a precedent that encourages humanity through Jesus of Nazareth to be Christ-

like and Christ-centred. Everyone is called and invited to be active participants in the 

mending and healing of the broken body of Christ, which is our brokenness and that of the 

world. In situating my location in the church as the ‘one body of Christ’ I am determined to 

be intentionally engaged in minimising gendering theories and activities so that our theology, 

theologising and theological education are engendered and transformed. I have embraced the 

often muted voice of women and the omitted female perspective of Sāmoa, Sā Moana and 

Sāmoana especially in the church and given it a name. The theological anthropology of 

tama’ita’i Sāmoana has a sound of triumph, a lyric of liberation, a praise-song of 

transformation and a message that male and female gendering stops now with us. Life is 

about engendering transformation. 

In sum, the theology of tama’ita’i is about God in humanity and the sacred-divine in the 

human stories about relationships and maintaining the covenant of relationality. The legacy 

of our human salvation is a story of faith, hope, love and peace. It is choosing right in the way 

we live, respond, respect and value our relationship with God, with each other as men and 

women in partnership, and in our role as stewards of the whole of creation. Consciously 

knowing the va and keeping ava fatafata principles in the feagaiga-sacred relationship among 

brothers-sisters, chiefs, married couples, is the key in every spheres and relational walks of 

life. In and through Christ we are fully human. Our resolve to keep on keeping on despite of 
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the challenges is our strength as human beings. In life and death situations, being human is 

the only option. In our daily lives, our human-ness is meaningless if our femaleness and 

maleness is not embraced and honoured.  

The message of hope and transformation from this theological anthropology of tama’ita’i is 

that the female and male were indeed created in the image and likeness of God in the first 

creation narrative. In the second creation narrative, the woman was created as the companion 

and not the helper of the earth creature. In the Yahwist account, the earthling and the woman 

are one in the flesh of humanity. As humans, we are of the Alofi Sā o le Atua, an 

ecclesiological model that acknowledges the power of God to transform everyone, everything 

and every situation anew. Alofi Sā o le Atua is a liberating way of looking at the church and 

envisioning a new church where women and men are companions and partners engendering 

the kin-dom of God on earth in unity, solidarity, equality and mutuality. 

 

A Final Remark: The Challenge to be the “I-(We)-Thou” in the “I-It” 

Relationship 

This work is about God in the story of a community, people connecting with people, and 

people connecting with the whole of God’s creation. Simultaneouly, it is also about the 

disconnections within that hinder the church from being a faithful and witnessing community 

it ought to be. It is a story of continuity that weaves the narrative of the bygone generations, 

the unsung heroes whose actions, choices and convictions helped, shaped, and imaged the 

selfhood of tama’ita’i Samoa of today. Within that narrative, I also find the strands of my 

personal narrative. Ingrid R Kizberger testifies to the importance of the “irruption of the ‘I’ 

within the critical task and to the insertion of a personal point of view and personal 

involvement in a discipline that has for long been dominated and shaped by a (supposedly) 

apersonal, objective paradigm.”41 

The theological anthropology of tama’ita’i is a narrative theology in the sense that the 

theological theory cannot be proven effective unless there is a narrative of trial attempts. 

Teaching through narratives and parables is one of the most effective educational tools. The 

champion of such approach is our one and only Jesus Christ, whose approach of teaching 

                                                 

41 Ingrid Rosa Kitzberger, “Introduction.” in The Personal Voice in Biblical Interpretation, ed. Ingrid Rosa 
Kitzberger (Routledge: New York, 1999), 1 
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about God and the Kin-dom of God in and through parables and storytelling touched the 

hearts of millions who profess him as their Lord and Saviour. So effective was this 

methodological approach that Christianity is one of the predominant religions in the world.  

My reading, writing and theologising are influenced by the social-cultural-religious location 

that was ascribed to me. Upon birth, I was placed in the va where fa’amatai intersects with 

the Christian religion and the colonial empire. That placement defined how I joined in the 

triad with the social-sacred, sacred-social within the circle of the Divine while growing up in 

christianised Sāmoa. I am, therefore, a product of the indigenous, and the colonial Christian 

worlds which I have (tried to) critique equally, and with a passion. It is this deep rootedness 

in that context that has com/passionately driven me to construct a model that honours the best 

both worlds offer for the transformation of the ecclesia. This creation, therefore, is literally 

about the challenge to be the “I-We-Thou” and about maintaining that relationship above the 

“I-It” connection. The “I-We-Thou” in the Sāmoan world view is manifested in the ava 

fatafata principles or the covenant of mutual relationality.  

 As a tama’ita’i Sāmoa of hybrid ancestry, the story of the colonial empire is the story of my 

European and American ancestors. The story of oppression, resistance, resilience and 

perseverance is the story of my Samoan and Wallis indigenous roots. As a daughter of a 

clergy couple who were also the leaders when the Congregational Christian Church in both 

Samoa was one, I am part of the new elite group that was placed in the centre, upon the 

receipt of Christianity as the fa’afeagaiga of the village parish, whether I liked it or not. As a 

granddaughter of grandfathers who were paramount chiefs in their villages, I am a descendant 

of high-born chiefly families of Manua and Tutuila in American Sāmoa, and Upolu and 

Savai’i in independent Sāmoa. As an academic-ordained clergy, I am one of the few Sāmoan 

(token/trophy) women in this highly male gendered vocation. As a married woman I am 

valued by my society more as a wife than as a female (human) being with God-given gifts. 

I live and move and have my being within the above given multiplicity of patriarchal forms 

and norms. This theological anthropology is about transformation and liberation. None of 

these adversities matters to me anymore, as the most important thing in my life is in knowing 

who and whose I am. I am the daughter of God wonderfully and beautifully created in the 

image and likeness of God. Therefore, I can do anything in God who strengthens me. 

Because I know what it is like to live in the negated gap, I hope that the construction of the 

theological anthropology of tama’ita’i will give tama’ita’i Sāmoana of tomorrow a better life 
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than mine, just as my mother and foremothers contributed towards the liberating changes that 

benefits me greatly today. 

As I critique the systems, I write and speak also about my existence and “being-ness” within 

and outside both systems. The greatest gift our parents gave us was the spirit of humility. We 

were taught that privilege is a gift to be reciprocated through service for the people and 

especially for God. Life is about reciprocating hospitality, sharing the abundance of God and 

about returning the honour back to the people in paying forward through other means. The 

most important honour and privilege we ought to seek is the honour for and of God. In other 

words, life is about keeping the “I-We-Thou” relationship above all other relationship 

including the “I-It.” As a human being I struggle in keeping this balance. As a citizen of the 

kin-dom of God, I strive for a place in the Alofi Sā of God. As a tama’ita’i Sāmoana, I claim 

the rightful place and space of female as equally created in the image of God, hence, the 

construction of the theological anthropology of tama’ita’i. I am who I am. I am Samoana of 

Sāmoa, Sā Moana and Sāmoana. We are who we are, females of Sāmoa, Sā Moana and 

Sāmoana created equally with male in the image of God. As human beings, we are all kins 

with a place and space in the sacred circle of God or Alofi Sā o le Atua.  
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The Pledge of Gratitude 

 

To: God 

From: Tama’ita’i Sāmoana 

Re: Jesus Christ the Triune Tama-i-ta’i of God  

 

In gratitude, I send you this theological-anthropology of Tama’ita’i Sāmoana as my 

appreciation for your creating me in your image. This is an attempt to re-image ‘woman’ as 

you initially intended for humanity, because in reality we live in the image of man. In doing 

so, I had a talanoaga with the overlapping stories from the biblical tradition, indigenous 

sacred texts, theological-anthropological thoughts, and most importantly, with the common 

experiences of ‘submissive imaging’ of women worldwide. Through the talatalaga 

hermeneutic, I was able to recover and re-discover the forgotten, or rather, the covered 

feminine strands. After the unpacking of the patriarchal strands, I can now clearly see that the 

design is specifically Hebrew, but humanity and all therein has a place and space as citizens 

and creatures of your Kin-dom. In the lalagaina, weaving, toe lalagaina, re-weaving and 

inter-weaving of the feminine strands, it has been uncovered that the place and space of the 

Tama’itai was already realised through Jesus Christ.  

In re-imaging tama’ita’i Sāmoana in your image and in re-claiming her place as feagaiga, 

tama sā and ilāmutu in your Alofi sā, which is egalitarian, engendered, inclusive, and 

reconciling, I thank you for the covenant for the new creation through Jesus Christ who is 

indeed the tama-i-ta’i of your covenant with humanity for the new creation who lived, died 

and resurrected as your feagaiga, tama sā and ilāmutu. We have risen with him. Creation in 

its fullness is so beautiful and majestically heavenly. My mother and foremother had the 

dream for tama’ita’i Samoa. They passed me the baton to carry the vision forward. Should I 

be like Abraham and Sarah who only saw Canaan from afar, I will have joy and peace in 

knowing that Joshua did bring your people to the Promised Land. This work is the torch that I 

leave for my beloved daughter Luiama Talei Filemoni-Tofaeono who is my Rainbowshine, 

my nieces and the generations of tomorrow, hoping that in their lifetime they will become 

who they are meant to be, the Tama’ita’i Sāmoana created equally in your image and citizens 

of your kin-dom.  
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You already chose Mary a tama’ita’i taupou sā, a virgin woman, to be the mother of your 

tama sā (holy child). How majestic this tama’ita’i was in praising and honouring your 

announcement of the birth of Jesus Christ the tama-i-ta’i of tama’ita’i, the tama sā of tama 

sā and the ilāmutu of ilāmutu. Thank you for Mary. Thank you very much for my mother 

Pulotu Galeai-Schmidt and for all my foremothers. Thank you for my sisters: the late Faleu, 

Lina, Osana and her late twin Aleluia. Bless our daughters who will continue on our narrative 

to the next generation. In praise and thankfulness, I close off with the Magnificat, or Mary’s 

song (Luke 1:46-48): “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my 

Saviour, for he (sic) has looked on the humble estate of his (sic) servant...” 

Message sent: May 2018.      Received:___________ 
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