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O le tusi lenei e fa’amanatu ai Moseniolo Ioane


Vito, le mana o lona auai ma lana tofā fa’aalu, m
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o tatou mātua.
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Brief Explanation of the


Book Cover


 


The three main images used in the cover to illustrate the key concepts and places mentioned in the title of the book are: the aristocratic Samoan male matai (chief), the two women whispering, and the breadfruit tree.


The indigenous faamatai (chiefly system) of Samoa continues to govern modern Samoan society and culture. The well-toned, physically fit, male matai, sitting with ease gapevae (a cross-legged sitting position reserved in Samoan protocol only for the highest chiefs) on a mat outside his traditional house, holding a carved club, with a plain red headdress and feathers and a simple necklace of small whale teeth, is representative of the vanities of Samoan culture and society. By his understated attire and his choice of posture, the matai may be viewed as making a subtle but emphatic point about nobility, beauty, breeding and substance. In Samoan chiefly culture what is substance is found not in what is loud, temporary and bedazzling, but in what is quietly firm and steadfast. The challenge for all leaders is keeping grounded and humble despite having power and prestige. This image speaks to the complexities inherent in the concept of vanity and is meant to promote discussion on the many different manifestations of vanity in our indigenous cultures.


The juxtapositioning of the male matai with the second image of the two women whispering (seemingly about the vanities of the male matai) is meant to provoke dialogue on how gender works in the Pacific and on the claim that while Pacific women may not play as visible or prominent a role in public life as men, they and their influence are very much present and felt. The motif of women whispering thus captures the double purpose of depicting the prevailing gender stereotype of women as whisperers and the suggestion that the power and prestige of those at the top of society is not immune to the good and bad effects of their whispers.


The breadfruit tree was deliberately chosen as the third main image for inclusion because it is both native to the tropical Pacific and played a key role in indigenous Samoan hospitality customs and agriculture. Before the introduction of supermarkets, the fruiting seasons of the breadfruit tree would guide traditional Samoan horticulture. The planting of other food crops such as yams, taro and bananas was organised to ensure they would be ready for harvest in between the breadfruit seasons. This ensured food was available for the village all year round. In Samoa’s serving culture, the traditional way of making the breadfruit delicacy called taufolo was to cook mature aveloloa breadfruit on top of rocks that are heating in an open fire to be used for the umu (a rock and earth oven). Once cooked, the breadfruit is taken off the burning rocks and the burnt skin is removed. The steaming hot flesh is then placed into a bowl. An unripe breadfruit, with a stick pushed through it to act as a handle, is then used to pound the hot flesh into a soft dough. The still-hot dough is then piped, using one’s hand, through a small hole formed by the index finger and thumb. The dough coming out the other end is broken into pieces by the index finger and thumb closing the hole and effectively cutting the dough. The pieces of dough, which should still be hot, are then shaped by hand into round dumplings. A sauce of caramelised coconut cream or sea water is then added to the dumplings and the dish is presented ready for eating. In traditional times a server’s ability to show discipline and artistic flair in his service was measured by his ability to make good taufolo and serve it with panache. These breadfruit traditions reflected a spiritual culture that emphasised the importance of being in tune with and appreciating the blessings of God our provider, knowing ourselves and our boundaries with nature, and receiving and serving with humility our providence. These are central themes in this book.


Lastly, the cover’s colour scheme of sepia, black, white and yellow gold was chosen to evoke a sense of history and tradition, and encourage a feeling of earthiness, with the contrasts and inflections of light and darkness both enhancing and inhibiting that earthiness. Yellow gold in Samoan mythology is a colour of the rising sun, fire and energy. White is for purity and forgiveness. Black is the colour of femaleness, of sacredness and of life. Sepia is the colour of earth, dust and clay and is representative of humility and service.


Brief explanations of the Galualofa Trust logo and Huia Publishers logo


The Gaualofa Trust has as the main motif of its logo the image of the lupe tua’efu’efu (greyback pigeon). The name “Gaualofa” and the lupe tua’efu’efu finds connection in the ancient story of the potential war between Tagaloa Funefeai of Safune and Tui Atua Fepuleai of Lufilufi that was prevented by the acceptance of an ifoga (a traditional ritual that is performed when seeking the pardon or mercy of an offended party) performed by Tui Atua’s wife, Utufaasili, to her father, Tagaloa, on behalf of her husband’s people and their unborn child, at Letogo bay. Utufaasili, who was with child, goes out to her father’s war canoe that was on the open sea to plead in person for his mercy. In her plea she whispers the famous saying: “e leai se gaumata’u na o le gaualofa” (what you do in the name of hatred will not survive, but what you do in the name of love will live forever). Upon listening to her plea, and especially to these words, Tagaloa’s heart melted and he agreed to negotiate a truce. After reconciling with Tagaloa Funefeai in Lufilufi, Utufaasili’s husband Tui Atua Fepuleai then ceded, among other things, the name of his aumaga (untitled men’s guild) “Tama-o-le-lupe-tua’efu’efu” (meaning, the greyback pigeon guild) to Safune. The name persists today as the name for the aumaga of Safune and the greyback pigeon is their emblem. The lupe tua’efu’efu was a prized bird in traditional Samoa. The greyback pigeon and the full gaualofa saying has been adopted as the full name, motto and emblem for the Gaualofa Trust. Like the symbolic significance of the huia bird of Huia Publishers, the vision and mission of the Gaualofa Trust is to promote and protect Samoa’s indigenous heritage. In this respect the lupe tua’efu’efu sits proudly alongside the huia.


The huia bird in the Huia Publishers logo


As a symbol, the huia bird evokes pride, prestige and pre-eminence. Of all the children of Tāne, the huia bird was the most sacred to Māori. It was also the most highly valued, and only men and women of the highest rank wore its distinctive tail feathers in their hair. This association with tapu and mana meant the huia was most sought after, and it is this feature that caused its demise and, ultimately, led to it becoming extinct.


The huia was distinctive in other ways: the beak of the female and male were dramatically different from each other; furthermore, the huia was the only bird on which the honorific titles of manu kahurangi, for the female huia, and manu ariki, for the male, were bestowed.


Because the huia is something sacred that has been lost, it symbolises the ongoing challenge to protect and retain our language and culture and to record, preserve and publish the stories and aspirations of Māori, the indigenous people of Aotearoa.









Foreword


 


The hermeneutical revolution initiated by German biblical scholarship, and which got its philosophical grounding in Heidegger and Gadamer, affirmed the historical roots of all being and knowledge. On the world historical scene, the Second World War marked a watershed, gathering together and enlisting not only North America but all the British and French empire of coloured, colonised peoples to unite to liberate Europe from Nazi Germany and Asia from imperialist Japan. The war, which ended with the explosion of the atom bomb, also resulted collaterally in the explosion of political independence in the colonised, coloured, third world, signalling the end of the imperialism of the West. After political independence, the independence of the mind in the cultural, religious and philosophical dimensions became the goal and aspiration of the once colonised world. It is within this context of the historical and finite nature of all human institutions and of man’s near infinite yearning for freedom that one can situate the enormous effort deployed and the brilliance of insights on display in this book and the palpable enthusiasm the writers exude.


In this collection of reflexions and reactions to Tui Atua’s seminal lecture, Whispers and Vanities in Samoan Indigenous Religious Culture, not every participant sings from the same score. While some contributors descant on the various expressions of whispers and vanities and the pervasive energy of the forces that reduced Samoan culture to whispers, others dwell on the old culture with its focus on the mystical unity and communion of all beings, manifested in the mutual implication of religion and medicine, in the intimacy between man and animal and environment. These are voices crying out, not in unison but in symphony, not una voce dicentes but in chorus, crying for the liberation of peoples and cultures from the domination of the principalities and powers.


All these various reactions signal the arrival of a moment of awareness and the rising tide of a movement. This is the hour of the deconstruction of hegemonies and it is as if, at long last, the world’s moment of freedom has arrived. Not the hour of political or economic or religious or any other particular freedom, not of the freedom of speech or thought, but that of the freedom of all freedoms, the freedom of the mind, the freedom of the self, and not the hour of the freedom of the individual but the freedom of the peoples and their cultures.


This new world spirit, that has given at times violent birth to the nations of the Third world from India to Africa to East Timor, that has presided over modern forms of self assertion in literature, philosophy, culture and religion, that is moving long conquered or integrated peoples in places like Kosovo, Chechnya and now Scotland to strike out for their own independence, however politically or economically diminished, is this same spirit afoot in the great conversation recorded here.


This same spirit has made the world every day more aware of the richness of nature and creation, the phenomenon and rich variety of human cultures and the validity of the knowledge systems based on them, giving back some pride and self-confidence to those who have for too long been intimidated and humiliated. For the reign of what has been dubbed “the C-triumvirate of Colonialism, Christianity and Capitalism” has decimated many cultures, driven some underground, others into ‘whispers’ and yet others into extinction.


With the routing of the gods and deities of the ancient religion, Christianity specifically created in the mission lands all sorts of ironic situations – the destruction of the spiritual landscape with its mythologies and pantheons and the disruption of the links of piety and communion with the ancestors. It planted not only doubts about immemorial beliefs and the seeds of agnosticism and atheism but also left in its wake a chaotic moral landscape. By its very success in destroying ‘paganism’, by its own iconoclasm, Christianity arguably laid the foundation for the future success of secularism and the decline of spirituality and religion itself worldwide.


But in the meantime, we have recognised that we now have in the world multiculturalism, religious pluralism and multilingualism as facts of life, hinting at a new and growing disposition in the world to grant equal validity and respect to each culture and to each people. The dehegemonisation of the world order, the decolonisation of the mind and the dismantling of prevailing Western thought patterns and world views, too long dominant and suffocating, that have for so long locked the genius of three-quarters of humankind and still hamper authentic indigenous self-understanding and self-expression, has become the agenda and programme for the rest of the Third World.


Since we cannot turn back the clock of time and history to return to some pristine cultural purity, it makes more sense to embrace a project of inculturation that integrates something of both old and new to create an inclusive future. As we bemoan the passing away of the old, we may take heart in the immortality it enjoys in the project of inculturation that somehow knows to mix the old and the new. More especially, let us also remember that the old culture really never dies, but like the proverbial phoenix, knows to return from its own ashes even centuries after its death. What we may be witnessing is the return of the phoenix in the resurrection of cultures once thought dead.
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This book adopts the Samoan spelling conventions of the early missionary and linguist Reverend George Pratt, unless quoted directly from elsewhere, in his Grammar and Dictionary of Samoan–English, English–Samoan. A short glossary of Samoan terms is provided in the text. Only Samoan terms used by the prose essayists (not the poems) are included in the glossary and only if it was considered necessary to expand on the gloss provided by that author or if the term was of such significance that including it in the glossary would help the non-Samoan reader. His Highness Tui Atua provided invaluable advice on the wording of the glossary definitions, and especially for those terms not found in Reverend George Pratt’s dictionary.


Where it was considered necessary non-English, non-Samoan terms or phrases used by prose essayists are given a brief definition or gloss in-text.


Within this collection, some authors have used diacritic marks and glottal stops, and others have not. Except where the use differs from Pratt, we have left these decisions up to the respective authors.


Unless authors have italicised indigenous Pacific words for emphasis, no indigenous Pacific word is italicised in this book. This is to make the point that these indigenous Pacific terms are used today as a normal part of contemporary Pacific speech and writing.


Because of the creative nature of poems and the fact that all are republications from elsewhere, the spelling conventions used in the originals have been kept.


Readers will also notice that author names may vary slightly between chapters and the biographical notes and elsewhere. This is mainly where the author has a Samoan matai or tāupou title and the author has decided to use their title in one place but not the other.


Readers are encouraged to read the book chronologically, beginning in particular with chapter one, which is the essay that all other essays make reference to.


This book adopts the style of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, Sixth Edition, to reference written sources. There is no in-text referencing, full citations are provided in footnotes, and the abbreviated term “ibid” (meaning in the same place) is used to refer to the work cited in the preceding footnote.









Glossary of Samoan Terms


 















	A

	

 









	

āiga




	

a family; a relative; a nuclear or extended family or household









	

āiga potopoto




	

a collective term for all the members of a family or lineage









	aitu

	

a spirit or god; a ghost









	ao

	

the daytime, daylight or dawn; a district chiefly title of paramount status









	‘auala

	

a road, path, side-street or by-road









	aualuma

	

the unmarried women’s guild of a village









	‘aumāga

	

the untitled men’s guild of a village









	agaifanua

	

the standard, norm or law which applies specifically to a village or district









	agānu’u

	

the norms, laws and customs which apply generally to villages, districts or countries









	ali’i

	

a high chief; a man of noble birth; a term of respect for a man or a boy









	

ānapogi




	

to fast; fasting; to deny oneself those things which bring physical, mental, social and spiritual pleasure









	aso

	

a day or date









	atali’i

	

a son or male child









	ate

	

the liver









	atua / Atua

	

god / God









	atunu’u

	

a group of islands forming a country or nation









	‘ava

	

the piper methysticum shrub, the roots of which are dried, pulverised and mixed with water to form a drink used in ‘ava ceremonies









	I

	

 









	i’u

	

the tail or tail-end; a philosophical or theological end-point









	igoa ipu

	

a ceremonial name or honorific title used to refer to the ‘ava cup for an ali’i chief or for a tulāfale chief









	O

	

 









	’oulua

	

a dual pronoun refering to you two people









	F

	

 









	

fa’anōnōmanū




	

to seek through gentle persuasion the gods’ blessings (fa’anono, meaning to persuade gently; manu meaning blessings)









	fa’aaloalo

	

respect; to pay respect to









	fa’afafine

	

an effeminate homosexual male









	fa’afatama

	

a masculine homosexual female









	fa’afeagaiga

	

to sit or face one another (as in a meeting); to be on good terms









	fa’alenu’u

	

the standards, norms and customs of a village









	fa’alelotu

	

the standards, norms and customs of a church or religious denomination









	fa’alupega

	

the honorific salutations given to a village, district, council or other group of status (e.g. council of chiefs or sa’ofaiga a matai; council of the daughters of the village or aualuma; untitled men’s guild or ‘aumāga; committee of chiefs’ wives or komiti a faletua ma tausi) that denotes their power and prestige; an indicative guide of the political constitution of a village









	fa’asamoa

	

Samoan culture, norms and customs, and the vision and values that underpin these









	fa’asinomaga

	

a person’s inheritance, identity or heritage









	fa’ataupati

	

a slap dance









	fa’atosaga

	

planting the seed; a traditional midwife









	faife’au

	

to do (fai) fe’au (work); a pastor; a religious minister; a priest









	fagogo / fāgono

	

a tale; a tale intermingled with song and chanting









	fale

	

a house









	fale afolau

	

a long guest house; the long house









	

faleaitu / fale aitu




	

a comedy; a comic turn; comedic theatre; clownery









	faleo’o

	

a small plain traditional Samoan house at the back of or away from the main house; an ordinary dwelling









	fānau

	

offspring; children









	fanua

	

placenta; land









	feagaiga

	

an established and sacred relationship between different parties, as between brothers and sisters and their children, the masculine and feminine, tulāfale and ali’i, and pastor and congregation; an agreement, contract or treaty









	fofō

	

treating a disease or ailment; to massage









	fono

	

a council or legislative assembly; a formal meeting









	G

	

 









	gasese

	

preparing a food oven; preparing, presenting and serving food









	L

	

 









	la’ei

	

clothes, dress or attire; ti leaves tied to a stone to attract cuttlefish









	laoa

	

to be choked; to have something lodged in the throat









	lagi

	

the sky; heaven; a funeral ritual (which celebrates the passage to heaven)









	lotu

	

religion; worship









	lua

	

two









	M

	

 









	mā’ulu’ulu

	

a dance involving action and song









	māfaufau

	

to meditate; to be prudent, thoughtful, considerate; to think, consider and reflect









	

mafutaga




	

a get-together; companionship or fellowship; gatherings designed to foster close or intimate relations









	malaga

	

a journey; a travelling party; a ceremonial visit according to Samoan custom; a party of travellers or visitors









	mālamalama

	

to be light; to be aware; to know; day or daylight; sunlight or sunshine









	mālō

	

the government; the prevailing party in power or authority









	malu

	

traditional female tattoo; to protect; to give shelter or cover









	mālumālu

	

the residence of a deity, whether a house or a tree; a temple, church or cathedral









	mamalu

	

influence; dignity; majesty; glory; honour; prestige; the coming together of mana and malu: that which sanctions and protects









	mana

	

the supernatural or spiritual power that underpins dignity and prestige









	mānaia

	

a good-looking man; the head of the ‘aumāga (usually the son of a chief); good; beautiful









	manusina

	

a sentinel-like white tern (gygisalba)









	matai

	

the titled head or chief of a Samoan family









	matua

	

old or older









	mātua

	

parent or parents









	moe

	

sleep; to sit upon or to roost like hens or birds









	moe manatunatu

	

a dream dialogue, usually with ancestors or family gods









	N

	

 









	naiufi

	

a species of spotted shark









	nainai

	

to fix on (someone); to select (someone) beforehand; to choose (someone) for a leadership role









	P

	

 









	pā

	

to burst, bursting; to explode









	pa’ia

	

sacred









	papa

	

rock









	papālagi

	

a white or fair European









	pe’a

	

traditional male tattoo; a bat or flying fox









	pese

	

a song; a hymn; to sing









	

poula




	

a night dance; an evocative, expressive, sensual and sexual dance common in pre-Christian times; literally the night of the shrimp









	pouliuli

	

the dark night; darkness; ignorance; to be in darkness; to be ignorant









	

pogisā




	

quite dark; the time of night that is sacred









	

puletasi




	

a formal two-piece full-body-length garment worn by Samoan women or girls, usually to church or other formal cultural events









	S

	

 









	

sā




	

holy; sacred; forbidden









	sa’ē

	

a naked dance









	sa’ili

	

to seek; to search for; to look for









	

sāsā




	

synchronised group action dance accompanied only by a drum beat









	seu

	

a method of netting something; to catch, snare, thwart or intercept









	seutupu / seu tupu

	

to catch or snare a king









	seugogo

	

to net a gogo (tern)









	seula / seu la

	

to catch or net the sun









	seulauga

	

to intervene in or thwart the flow of a speech or someone who is speaking









	seulupe

	

the art of snaring pigeons









	seumālō

	

to intervene by pleading to resolve a matter through mediation and peaceful means rather than through litigation and strife









	seumāsina

	

to catch or snare the moon









	siapo

	

bark cloth (known commonly as tapa across the Pacific)









	si’usi’u

	

the tail (usually of an animal); tail-end









	siva

	

to dance accompanied by song; dance; dancing









	siva fa’aevagelia

	

an evangelical dance









	siva fa’afiafia

	

to dance for entertainment









	siva fa’alelotu

	

a religious (usually Christian) dance









	T

	

 









	taeao

	

tomorrow; morning or early morning; an important, memorable or auspicious occasion









	taualuga

	

high point, pinnacle or climax of an event; the meeting point or peak point in the roof of a house









	tapua’iga

	

prayerful support









	taula aitu / taulāitu

	

a priest of the aitu; a doctor who works with charms; a spirit medium









	taulasea

	

a traditional healer









	tauloto

	

to desire; to know by heart or memorise; to recite









	taumusumusu

	

gossip; to engage in murky, half-light whispers motivated by jealousy or enmity









	tāupou

	

a traditional village belle who was usually a virgin and of aristocratic status









	tausala

	

a titled lady, a chieftainess; belle of the ladies’ guild; a person of high rank and lineage; usually the holder of a tāupou title and status









	tauseisei

	

to wear a flower in both ears









	tagata

	

a man; mankind; a human being or person









	tala

	

a tale, a narration; to tell; to relate news; a story or stories; an account; a statement; a report; gossip; a tale; a legend









	talanoa

	

to chat; to converse together; dialogue; to make conversation or have a talk









	talanoaga

	

chatting; conversation; discussion; dialogue









	tama

	

a child or offspring; a male child









	tamā

	

father









	tama’āiga

	

descendants of one or more of Samoa’s paramount chiefly families who have been bestowed one or more paramount title









	tapa

	

one of the borders of a siapo









	tapu

	

sacred; to make sacred; to place under restriction; to be forbidden









	tatau

	

tattooing; tattoo









	talo

	

a plant, the bulbous root of which is edible and an important source of food in Samoa; taro









	tī

	

the plant cordyline terminalis, the leaves of which were traditionally used to make girdles (titi)









	tini

	

a chant recited by parties to a wedding, a birth, a funeral or before and after war









	tofā

	

sleep; the received wisdom of an ali’i chief; the honorific salutation used to refer to an orator chief or tulāfale









	tofi

	

to split up; to divide; to give an inheritance; to make an appointment; an inheritance









	tofiga

	

inheritance; patrimony; heritage









	tu’umumusu

	

to whisper sacred knowledge softly into the ears of those specially chosen









	tulāfale

	

an orator; a talking chief









	tulāfono

	

a law; laws









	

tuli lima / tulilima




	

the elbow; elbows









	tuli vae / tulivae

	

the knee; knees









	V

	

 









	va

	

the space between; a relational space that both separates and joins; a space that is both sacred and secular









	va’a

	

a boat, canoe, ship












 









Introduction


 


Tamasailau M Suaalii-Sauni, Vitolia Mo’a, Naomi Fuamatu, Maualaivao


Albert Wendt, Reina Whaitiri, Upolu Luma Va’ai, Stephen L Filipo


 


Within indigenous languages, the ‘old’ languages, we can glimpse another world – a world that, for Samoans, is almost forgotten. In the stories told and words used, in the way those words are arranged or spoken, in the images and sentiments they express, we find a fundamentally different sense of what is material, spiritual or religious. Ancient proverbial sayings offer windows into this world, as do myths and legends. Each is a system for recording knowledge, culture, values, beliefs, habits, dreams and realities. And each contains whispers – the kind Samoans describe as tala tu’umumusu and tala taumusumusu – that reflect the basic human yearning to know: Who am I? Why do I, or why ought I, do the things I do?


In this book we are concerned with the meeting of ‘old’ and ‘new’ knowledges – specifically old and new indigenous, spiritual, religious and cultural knowledges. We are concerned with the way these knowledges criss-cross. Sometimes, while they touch each other, live in each other’s spaces, they just can’t seem to connect ‘heart unto heart’.1 At the meeting points of ‘old’ and ‘new’ we find not only truths and certainties but also anxieties. We find instances of making real connections but also of talking past each other. These connections and disconnections permeate the whispers and vanities surrounding Samoan indigenous knowledge and religion.


It is common for Pacific scholars and orators to seek out an indigenous proverb (preferably an ancient one) to begin, illustrate, flavour or conclude a speech or support an argument. These proverbs can make the user seem poetic and profound. The practice is an exercise in vanity if the user does not know the proverb’s context, meanings and nuances. But knowing is not easy. Searching for meaning takes commitment and an openness to learn from and negotiate ‘old’ and ‘new’.


In 1906, German High Court Judge Dr E Schultz compiled a collection of traditional sayings. Proverbial Expressions of the Samoans was translated into English by Brother Herman in 1945 and published by the Journal of the Polynesian Society in 1950. It contained the proverb: “E pala le ma’a, ‘ae le pala le ‘upu. / Stones decay but words last”.2 Samoan orators often use this proverb, yet its full repertoire of meanings is rarely unpacked.


This saying is described in Samoan as an alaga’upu (o le tala e ala ai le upu).3 Sometimes orators replace the word upu (word) with tala (story or phrase) (E pala le ma’a, ‘ae le pala le tala). The proverb is commonly interpreted as a caution against being loose with the tongue. Under close analysis, the proverb illustrates just how deep and complex ancient Samoan knowledge was, and is, and the very different way it conceived the relationship between the material and spiritual. Why did our ancestors juxtapose words with stones? Why stones and not rocks? Particularly standing rocks (papatū) as these were prevalent in Samoan creation myths and last longer geologically. Why did they use the term pala, which means rotting or decaying, to describe the erosion of stones? Were they equating stones with humans?


In fact, stones are significant in an ancient Samoan funeral chant, usually recited at the funeral of a high chief.4 In this chant, homage is paid to the nine levels of spiritual wisdom. These stages are called lagi (heavens). In the eighth heaven, stones are directly acknowledged and celebrated: “Tulouna le lagi tuavalu! Tulouna le maa taanoa! / Salutations to the eighth heaven! Salutations to the [moving] stones!”5 The tenth heaven is where the ancient Samoan God Tagaloa-a-le-lagi resides. So what is it about stones that the ancient Samoans so revered?


Questions such as this ruffle the mind. We are forced to confront our ancestral spiritual world in which the sameness of stones and humans is considered fundamental truth, and in which the tangible – ma’a (stones) – and the intangible – upu / tala (words / stories) are comparable. This sameness rubs awkwardly against Christian beliefs about man’s special relationship with God, a single God, and about a world where humans and stones are radically separate. We are forced to contest the reality that God’s existence “has nothing to do with us, and exists gloriously beyond our needs and interests”.6


As Christian knowledge superseded indigenous knowledge in places like Samoa, old indigenous proverbs were replaced or modified by Christian proverbs. In this context, finding cultural custodians willing to openly share their ancient knowledge is near impossible. Custodians of indigenous knowledge in the Pacific have tended not to talk publicly about their knowledge. For them, such knowledge was and is tapu – divine, sacred and subject to the wrath of supernatural forces. This has usually meant that only a few have acquired such knowledge and that selection has usually been determined by equally sacred (that is, secretive and exclusionary) criteria.


This book breaks tapu. It adopts as its driving principle the view that while all knowledge is sacred and to be respected, it is also something to be shared and debated. It is, after all, our knowledge.


***


Whispers and Vanities (this edited collection) is a response to and a celebration of the wisdom and knowledge of His Highness Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi Tupuola Tufuga Efi (hereafter Tui Atua or His Highness). Tui Atua is Samoa’s current head of state. He is today also one of Samoa’s most respected cultural custodians. The renowned Samoan writer Maualaivao Albert Wendt states, “among his generation, Tui Atua is the most knowledgeable and passionate leader about ‘things Samoan’. He brings to the discussion a hard-earned wisdom acquired over his lifetime in politics at the international, national, nuu and aiga levels, a wisdom also derived from his study of, and deep knowledge of and experience in, trying to live out ‘the Samoan indigenous knowledge’, and restoring that to a central position in our lives and the ways we view reality”.7 Tui Atua protects Samoan indigenous knowledge not just by recounting what he believes it to be, but also by allowing it – his representation of it – to be publicly explored, critiqued and evaluated. Such openness is not easy, especially for men of authority. Nevertheless such openness is critical to whether this knowledge can live, grow and flourish beyond the select few.


This book has its genesis in Tui Atua’s essay to the Fifth Parliament of the World’s Religions,8 titled “Whispers and Vanities in Samoan Indigenous Religious Culture” (reproduced in chapter one and hereafter abbreviated to “Whispers and Vanities”). The parliament was held 3–9 December 2009 in Melbourne, Australia. It was the first time in the parliament’s history that indigenous religious values and beliefs were publicly explored. ‘Indigenous peoples’ and ‘Oceania’ were made visible in many ways, including as a major theme for the conference and as a focus for papers by participants.


In the spirit of furthering a deeper interreligious and intercultural dialogue on the themes of the Fifth Parliament, and in particular on Tui Atua’s “Whispers and Vanities” paper, a weekend retreat was held in January 2010 in Samoa. On the morning of 15 January, a small group of about twenty people gathered in a marquee on the freshly mowed lawns of the head of state’s seaside Vailele residence. Most were church leaders, but some were also leaders within government, tertiary institutions and non-government organisations (see photograph of retreat participants in the opening pages of this book). The retreat, as Maualaivao Albert Wendt describes in the Afterword, emphasised the value of ānapogi (the ritual or practice of abstinence and meditation) and of the principle of sufiga (gentle persuasion). At the end of the retreat, participants felt strongly that there was a need to continue the dialogue in the form of a book, so that authors from other parts of the Pacific could be invited to participate. An editorial committee was formed and those who had presented papers at the retreat were invited to submit these for inclusion in the book.


The task of inviting and selecting contributors to a publication such as this can be delicate. As an editorial team, we not only wanted input from our wider Pacific family of scholars and religious leaders, we also wanted to ensure that we had male and female contributors and some intergenerational representation. Our final selection of thirty-eight authors reflects the editorial team’s desire to offer a range of perspectives that would enlarge, in meaningful ways, the debate Tui Atua was promoting. Given the religious focus of “Whispers and Vanities”, it was clear from the outset that input from religious scholars and leaders was important. As well, we were keen to invite well-known indigenous Pacific (which turned out to be mainly Polynesian) writers, who have over the years contributed to related debates on sexuality, colonialism, education, history, psychology and culture in the Pacific. We encouraged all contributors to engage with the issues in whatever way seemed most natural to them.


***


Whispers and Vanities opens with Tui Atua’s address, which forms the reference point and launching platform for the thirty-seven poetic and prose responses that follow. A poem begins and ends all the responses. Twelve poems in total weave themselves through and around twenty-five prose essays. There is symbolism in this. All twelve poets – Maualaivao Albert Wendt, Momoe Von Reiche, Serie Barford, Ruperake Petaia, Dan Taulapapa McMullin, Tafea Polamalu, Selina Tusitala Marsh, Caroline Sinavaiana Gabbard, Sia Figiel, Peseta Noumea Simi, Tusiata Avia and Victoria Nalani Kneubuhl – are of Samoan ancestry and have considerable standing in the contemporary Pacific literary community. Most of the essayists are similarly well-known in their respective fields. (See the biographical notes to learn more about all the authors).


In his chapter, Tui Atua argues and provokes responses to three main points. First, that the God of Christianity is also the God of Ancient Samoa. Second, that Samoans today (and by extension other indigenous Pacific peoples) have ‘hang-ups’ about their naked bodies that stem not from indigenous but from Christian, arguably Augustinian, ‘hang-ups’. And thirdly, that there is an equivalence between humans, animals, stones, rocks, earth, mountains and all other material and cosmic life.


Toeolesulusulu Damon Salesa, one of Samoa’s most well-known historians internationally, responds that one of the most interesting areas of study in Samoan history is the interface between Samoan ancestral spirituality and Samoan Christianity: where “Samoans became Christian and Christianity became Samoan”. He shows us in his chapter how the tools used for developing literacy and for translating between Samoan and Christian languages hid the fact that the Bible is not actually about monotheism, as many presume, but about monolatry. The problem for Christian missionaries, he says, was not that they believed ancient Samoans to have no gods (or no religion). It was that they believed them to have too many gods and of the wrong kind. Either way, any claim that indigenous Samoans did not know God, or that God did not know them, before the arrival of Christianity is, as Tui Atua says, an insult both to God and to Samoa’s ancient forebears.


But this assumes, as Anthony Kelly draws out in his chapter, that the God of Christianity is also the God of pre-Christian Samoa. There is tension in this assumption, which stems from the criss-crossing religious and philosophical schemes that cause what Jione Havea refers to in his chapter as “schooners on the reef”.


Guilt and shame surrounding nakedness and sexuality form one of the largest schooners on the Oceanian reef today. Tui Atua suggests that this (Augustinian) guilt is endemic to the Christian rather than the indigenous Pacific and is the source of many of our whispers and vanities. Raymond Pelly argues that naming and juxtaposing guilt in this way is unfair because it places undue emphasis on only one part of St Augustine’s writings (his Confessions)9. He pleads for a fuller reading of St Augustine. Karen Lupe examines the question by drawing out the relationship between Augustinian guilt, ideas of original sin and what she calls “original sanctity”. Karen Lupe and Tui Atua find analytical value in posing the western (Christian) against the indigenous as binary opposites. Yet Raymond Pelly along with Anthony Kelly and Paul Morris ask how, given the messiness of contact, the contemporary revival of the ‘indigenous reference’ is or ought to be named and seen. They articulate how in this naming and seeing we can gain insight into our cultures of whispers.


The discomfort in our whispering cultures intensifies when we examine more closely what Fonoti Lafitai I Fuata’i describes as “x-rated cultural practices”. When reading about the highly sexualised Samoan sa’ē dance for example, and how the dancers “teased and tantalised” their audiences by exposing themselves (their genitalia), Naomi Fuamatu, our youngest contributor asks, without actually asking, why it is that we might feel self-conscious? Why might we feel this same self-consciousness when we read of the origins of the Rotuman phrase “Noa’ia e tau” (an abbreviation, as Vilsoni Hereniko explains, of a longer phrase meaning: “thank you for fucking [me]”)? Would we, as Raymond Pelly and Pamela Stephenson Connolly explore in their chapters, feel angry, disgusted and ashamed, or liberated, when we read the word ‘cunt’ in this book? And do we feel equally uncomfortable, or just a bit nervous and giggly, when we read of Karen Lupe’s present-day conversations with her long-deceased great-grandmother Tuame, and of how Tuame got angry and disgusted at “the white man [who was watching the sa’ē] go red in the face” after he saw the vulva of the naked women dancing? What kind of man is he, Tuame asks, if he has not seen or is embarrassed by seeing a vulva? When we read all this, how do we feel?


All cultures, as Raymond Pelly points out, have tala taumusumusu, based on shame and repression. Tui Atua’s point in forcing us to acknowledge this is not to make us uncomfortable but rather to plead for responsibility. To admit to the existence of a Samoan culture of whispers and vanities is to admit that in order for our ‘indigenous-ness’ or Samoan-ness to survive, even our most tapu knowledge – Christian and indigenous, old and new – needs to be open to scrutiny and evaluation, and re-evaluation. Several authors affirm this: Caroline Sinavaiana Gabbard in her poetic examination of Samoa’s myths and legends and the power of the feminine; Upolu Luma Va’ai in his metaphorical examination of the message of the Trinity in the Samoan concept of faaaloalo; Bradd Shore, Cluny Macpherson and Laavasa Macpherson in their explorations of the relationship between local, religious and global knowledge; Tui Rakuita in his intricate analysis of our Wittgensteinian language games; Reina Whaitiri in her passionate defence of mana wahine (the power of having strong female activists in indigenous movements); Konai Helu Thaman and Unaisi Nabobo-Baba in their respective summaries of why and how we must teach our indigenous Pacific knowledges in formal (classroom) and informal (village and home) educational settings; and Jennifer Freeman in her reflections as a practitioner of narrative and just therapies on the living legacies of growing up in Samoa as the daughter of Derek Freeman. Being open to publicly discussing our various cultures of taumusumusu demands, as Vitolia Mo’a points out in her chapter, an institutional, individual and societal culture of taking responsibility and being accountable.


One of the most depressing areas of social injustice today is our ambivalence towards male responsibility. In her chapter, Jenny Plane Te Paa Daniel forces us to address that question. She asks, for example, what kind of society do we have when we condemn our daughters for having babies out of wedlock but expect the fathers of these innocent babies to take no responsibility? Similarly, Stephen L Filipo implores the Christian community of Samoa to search within themselves and ask: what kind of Christian nation do we have when our sons are encouraged by their teachers to impose physical violence on their peers as a show of superiority and manliness?


Ambivalence towards responsibility is equally present when, as Pacific scholars, we might knowingly, ignorantly or naively privilege one source of knowledge over another. Teresia K Teaiwa, Anne-Marie Tupuola and Tracey McIntosh caution against this in their chapters. They press: what kind of scholastic tradition are we creating as indigenous scholars when we dismiss one source of knowledge over another without fair consideration of their merits?


All these questions and many more are asked in this book. All emerge from the heart of Tui Atua’s plea for an honest and open conversation about our whispers and vanities and how these affect our understanding of who we are and what we believe in.


 


***


Since its conception, it has taken four years for Whispers and Vanities to be born. There were times when as an editorial team and as contributing authors we were anxious it might never appear. In our moments of doubt, we consoled ourselves by saying that the book would be born when it was meant to be born, namely ‘in God’s time’. Given this book’s religious and spiritual focus, this saying seemed apt. Thankfully these moments passed and we are now able to celebrate the book’s birth. Needless to say, we are both relieved and excited that the work has finally come to life on these pages. It is our hope that Whispers and Vanities, a collection of short, thought-provoking poetic and prose essays, will impact strongly on the hearts and minds of all who choose to read it. We hope it will open up, in deep and inclusive ways, constructive, probing and loving dialogues that honour the best of our indigenous heritages.


We end these introductory comments by sharing two short texts, one a well-known poem titled “He wishes for the cloths of heaven”, by one of Tui Atua’s favourite poets, William Butler Yeats, and the second, a biblical text in Samoan and English by the crying prophet Jeremiah. Both sum up the many sources, themes, wishes, dilemmas and challenges that inspired this book.


 


Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,


Enwrought with golden and silver light,


The blue and the dim and the dark cloths


Of night and light and the half-light,


I would spread the cloths under your feet:


But I, being poor, have only my dreams;


I have spread my dreams under your feet;


Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.10


 


 


O lo’o faapea ona fetalai mai o le Ali’i,


ia outou tutū i ala, ma va’ava’ai,


ma fesili i ala o le vavau,


po o i fea le ala lelei,


ma ia outou savavali ai,


ona maua lea e outou o le malologa mo outou agaga.


A ua latou fai mai, Matou te le savavali i ai.11


 


Stand at the crossroads and look;


ask for the ancient paths,


ask where the good way is, and walk in it,


and you will find rest for your souls.


But you said, ‘We will not walk in it’.12


 


Let’s walk.
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ONE


Whispers and Vanities in Samoan Indigenous


Religious Culture


Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi Efi


This paper is a gentle prayer, a fa'anōnōmanū, to the gods of Samoa who protect the religious knowledges of my forebears. In daring to speak in print about these knowledges I gently seek their indulgence and blessings.


 


There is within Samoa a culture of whispers surrounding our Samoan indigenous religion. I remember as a boy thinking why my mentors, the revered custodians of my indigenous religious culture, whispered in fear and with guilt when speaking about it to me. Now as a man I am increasingly haunted, especially at this late stage in my life, by the persistence of this fear and guilt. In fact, despite my fervent belief in the core precepts of my indigenous religious culture, I too am guilty of whispering in the same vein when repeating what they told me.



OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Gaualofa_Trust_Logo_Gre_fmt.png





OEBPS/Images/WnV_Vailele_Retreat_Pi_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image_3085.png





