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Coming In: Exchange and Responsibility

“You must tell the story of our healing. As that story educates your Y people in our ancient ways, it will help us appreciate more who we I are and who we must remain.” Ratu Noa1 spoke calmly, looking firmly into my eyes. I listened carefully to this traditional Fijian healer I had worked with closely for nearly two years. He continued: “Sometimes our story must be told by one of us — from the inside; sometimes by one of you — from the outside. The times determine which version of the story will be believed, and therefore which version should be put forth.

“Today our story must be told by someone like you. And I’m happy about that because you know our story. You look like one of them, but you’re really one of us!” Ratu Noa smiled. “It’s an exchange,” he observed. “We’ve taught you, and now you must teach others what you’ve learned.”

Ratu Noa’s words are more than a request; they are a charge; they create more than a responsibility; they create an obligation. They strengthen similar words spoken by other Fijians with whom I worked. This book is my attempt to share what I learned — and am learning; to deepen my responsibility so that a true exchange becomes more possible, expanding the process of learning from Fijian healers to include a concrete giving back to those who are my teachers.

Yet I remain clear about the limits of this exchange. A voice from the outside can indeed become eloquent at a certain point in time just because it is from the outside. And spiritual families do form, bringing one within the heartbeat of another culture. I believe that happened with me in Fiji. But I can never forget that as a white person raised in the middle class, I am also forever and fundamentally different from the Fijian people I worked with. It is only by respecting the boundaries of difference, while stretching across them emotionally and spiritually, that I can hope to tell an accurate story — always realizing that it is just one version or one part of the story.

How did I come to meet this Ratu Noa? The enduring gray skies and commitment to the mentality of cold which shaped my Cambridge, Massachusetts world in those days had little connection with the warm flow of air and thriving green vegetation of the tropical world of Fiji. Yet, motivated by my long-standing involvement in traditional, spiritual healing, I found myself in Fiji, with Ratu Noa.

Planning for the trip began when my then wife, Mary Maxwell (Max) West, a doctoral student in child development, was awarded a grant to do field research — anywhere in the world. Together we sought a place where her research interests and mine could both be realized. We considered returning to the Kalahari Desert, where I had worked earlier with Zhu/twa (or !Kung) healers. But with two small children, we decided that the desert site was too remote from medical assistance.

Max wished to focus on Fijian child-rearing practices, I on the tradition of spiritual healing. The government believed such research served the needs of the nation and granted us permission to work in Fiji; Max’s work on child development could suggest ways of understanding how parents influence the cognitive development of their children, whereas mine on spiritual healing could help build bridges between traditional and Western health care.

In January 1977 we arrived in Fiji — my wife, then 35, my daughter, then 9, my son, then 6, and I, then 39. It was not long before we shed our cold-protecting postures and walked with the languid, open step of the tropics. For the next twenty-two months we lived and worked there, conducting our research, of course, but also as time went on becoming another family in Fiji, even at times a Fijian family. On my second visit to Fiji, in 1985, I was alone, but this family foundation remained.

I knew that knowledge about Fijian healing, with its strong spiritual core, is never shared with someone merely for the asking. You earn the privilege of learning. I also understood that though my doctoral degree from Harvard University in clinical psychology, as well as my training in anthropology, would legitimize my research, it would rarely deal with the inner substance of that research. Yet with sixteen years’ experience in various aspects of psychological and spiritual healing, including field-work with traditional healers, I felt prepared to begin.

The research began, however, with many false and hesitating starts. Though it was painful to admit, it became apparent that I was not ready to work with Ratu Noa. In time yes, but not right away. Being prepared had nothing to do with who I had been or what I knew. It had everything to do with who I was and what I could learn and put into practice at that time. I learned something about humility, and this became central to the fabric of the connection between Ratu Noa and me as it evolved. Ratu Noa became my teacher; his teachings are the inner core of the book.

Ratu Noa’s words remain clear. Addressing me by my Fijian name, he said, “Rusiate, a good healer never exaggerates what he knows, he never emphasizes his own personal contribution to the healing.” As always in our conversations, when Ratu Noa talked about healing, he talked about what he tried to do in his own healing work and what he wished for me, as a person who had the promise of becoming a healer.

“The words we speak are powerful,” Ratu Noa continued. “They have their own power. When we treat words with respect and use them respectfully, they can help and heal us. If we abuse them — use them dishonestly or without care — they can do serious harm to ourselves and others.”

I now realize anew what always struck me when Ratu Noa expressed these thoughts. Here I am, a university professor, a person whose job thrives on words, yet all the academic training I received did not give me sufficient respect for words and their power. It would have been easy to feel inadequate to the task of writing.

But Ratu Noa’s words are still alive, helping turn my sense of inadequacy into one of humility: “If you speak from the heart, and say only what you know to be true, you never have to worry about what you’re going to say or how you’ll say it.” When he spoke, he demonstrated this way of communicating.

Writing from the heart, I learned, means being prepared, emotionally and spiritually as well as intellectually. It is not a matter of techniques and procedures. Writing from the heart is simpler, but far more demanding.

Toward the end of my initial two-year stay in Fiji, I spoke at length with Ratu Noa about my return to the United States. We discussed what I should say or write about what I’d learned, and what was best to remain silent about.

Ratu Noa offered more guidance when we parted: “Your responsibility is to tell the truth about our healing work and in that to help others learn. Tell only what you know, and that will always be enough. Tell more than you know, and that is too much; it would only exaggerate your own importance. You must also put what you know into practice.

“You have been here almost two years. We have stayed close to the healing work. Trust yourself and be straight. You are on the straight path (gaunisala dodonu), and if you keep following that path, you will know what to say and what not to say. Because if after all this time you have not learned what to say and what not to say, just talk about whatever you please because your speech will have no value anyway.”

Trying to follow the “straight path” is the way I learn about it — just as Fijian healers do. The straight path becomes known as one struggles to find and stay on it. For Fijians, it is a powerful metaphor for the way all persons should live, and healers especially are expected to make the arduous journey it requires. The path deals with varying textures of ordinary life situations and how their challenges should be met. To travel the straight path demands attributes such as honesty, respect, service, and humility.

Ratu Noa’s advice helped me decide what to write about and what form my writing should take. Six years later I completed a rough first draft of this book.

Six years is a long time. Was it a sign, I wondered, that I was trying to complete what should be left undone? Yet I needed that time, and the book needed that time. Like the sculpted figure Inuit carvers say emerges from soapstone, the book had to dwell inside me, growing beyond my understanding, in order to emerge more with its own meaning. But I was at an impasse. I had to speak again with Ratu Noa and others in Fiji about the book.

I returned to Fiji in the summer of 1985. I had only four weeks, but that proved to be enough. I returned to visit, to see my relatives and friends, and I brought the draft manuscript.

Ratu Noa was the first person I talked with. He was the central figure in my experience in Fiji; he is the central figure in the book. In many ways, it is his book. When I asked him to be co-author, however, he refused. “This book,” he said, “must come from your hand. It is your story to tell. That way we Fijians can best be served. All the help you need in writing the book, I will offer. But I don’t want you to use my name or include my photograph. If my healing work is to continue, it cannot become known in a public way.”

“This writing job hasn’t been easy,” I told him. “I’ve tried to stay with your advice. I’ve tried to follow the straight path so I can write honestly, so that the book will be of service to people. But things are not always clear...and I often struggle. I need your help.”

Ratu Noa leaned forward, pressing into me, and caught my eyes within his. He spoke quietly, passionately:

“Rusiate, you must try, try, and try. You must keep trying.

“This book is very important,” Ratu Noa added. “It will help in the revival of traditional Fijian culture because it will reveal what is missing today in our own lives. What is missing is our traditional ways of life (vakavanua); that is what is needed to lead us in the present day.

“Rusiate, we have spent many, many hours together. I’ve established the truth of what you are writing about, including our conversations and the events you describe. All that remains is your own truthfulness in the writing — and I know that you are being truthful as you are struggling to follow the straight path. This book is good and correct, Ratu Rusiate. You have my total support, and my blessing. Let us be very simple about this. The book must be written.”

It is now 1999. Fourteen years have passed since my second visit to Fiji. The words of Ratu Noa and other Fijian healers are before you. I hope they will guide you so that you too can be preparing as you read. Maybe we can all use whatever little knowledge we have as a foundation for understanding rather than as a barrier.

This book brings us full cycle, moving my obligation as a storyteller toward you, the reader, asking you to take up the responsibilities entailed in this story of Fijian healing. The fullness of that cycle celebrates the principle of exchange which is so central to Fijians’ lives. As we learn from them, we honor their exchange of knowledge with us. And we must go one step further. As we recognize the value of their knowledge in our lives, we must affirm the dignity and value of the land and people from which that knowledge grows.

1Like all the Fijian names in the book, this is a pseudonym. See Names That Make the Story, p. 372, for a discussion of this use of pseudonyms.


PART ONE

HEALING IN FIJIAN CULTURE
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CHAPTER   1


Vanua: The Land, the People, the Culture


Ratu Maibula is the old God, the Mighty One. Below him, like his angels, are the Vu [the ancestral gods]. Ratu Maibula and the Vu live on a mountain in the province of Ra, God’s place. Ratu Maibula has authority over all things. He is God of Gods, King of Kings, Lord of Lords. He is the most supreme.

Ratu Maibula cannot be seen by anyone, only heard. Once he was married, but his wife could not see him; she could only hear what he said. He did not live with his wife — yet his wife got pregnant. Together they had two children. Ratu Maibula also planted a banana tree. He allowed no one to eat the bananas until the first fruits were offered to him, as a sign of respect. After that offering was made, people could eat the bananas.

One day Ratu Maibula’s wife saw some ripe bananas. She felt Ratu Maibula would not be angry if she gave her children bananas to eat because he was their father. So she plucked the bananas and gave them to the children, who then ate them.

When Ratu Maibula heard of this, he became furious. He called for his companion, his helper who lived with him on the mountain. “Go kill my wife and my children,” he ordered his companion. The companion went out to find them and saw them hiding under a tree root. When he later returned to the tree in order to kill them, they were not there. They had escaped.

Years later the children appeared at Toorak, a place in Turkey, where the children, now adults, multiplied, and from where their children and the generations that followed went to Persia, then to Africa, and finally returned to Fiji. There they multiplied further and lived on the land.

From this we know that Fiji was originally settled by Indigenous Fijians, who later, through their progeny, resettled in Fiji.

To tell you the facts, Fiji is God’s residence. It is the place where mana is stored. Fiji is where all the Vu live — the Vu for whites, the Vu for Indians, all the Vu are here.



This story of the founding of the Fijian people, told to me by my teacher Ratu Noa, who is a respected storyteller, would be classified by some as an “origin myth.” The word “myth” implies that the story is inferior to the “actual” or “true” story, one taking into account, say, archeological or linguistic evidence. But the story’s reality, based on lived experience, has its own truth, as does the reality based on archeological data. Neither approach to reality has a lock on scientific method. Recognized traditional storytellers are charged with maintaining the life of their ancient stories. They are disciplined scientists, committed to truth, in particular the true rendition of what they were told and know from their own experience (Wolfe, 1989). Rigorous, specialized training in memory and communication skills makes them better able to meet their commitments (Knight, 1990). Meanwhile evidence continues to mount as to the role of “myth” in the development of Western sciences, as well as the influence of personal, political, and cultural biases (Clifford and Marcus, 1986; Gould, 1981; Hollway, 1989).

These two views of reality need not be seen as unrelated. Traditional elders are often heard to advise young people about how to meet the encroachments of Western culture: “Take what is useful from the European way. Take it and blend it into our own way. But never forget who you are as an Indigenous person.” In writing this book, I have tried to follow this advice about blending yet remaining true to oneself.

In this chapter and the next I provide a background for understanding traditional Fijian healing, relying on numerous ethnographies and articles about Fiji to address those elements best described by a trained outsider.1 But the basis of and final filter for material presented in these two chapters will be the words and views of the Fijian people themselves.2

FIJI AND THE FIJIANS

In the southwest Pacific Ocean, Fiji stretches out across nearly one hundred inhabited islands, with most of the population of about 750,000 (600,000 at the time of my stay in 1977-78) concentrated in cities, towns, and villages on the two largest islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. The many smaller outer-island communities are typically rural villages ranging in size from about one hundred to four hundred people. At the crossroads between the geocultural areas of Melanesia and Polynesia, Fiji is located at the southeastern end of the Melanesian chain of high volcanic islands that extends from Papua New Guinea through the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu. To the east is Samoa and to the southeast Tonga, both Polynesian island nations. Fiji lies 1,930 kilometers (1,200 miles) south of the equator; its climate is tropical, with temperatures usually ranging from sixteen to thirty-two degrees Celsius (sixty to ninety degrees Fahrenheit), and the islands receive heavy rainfall on the windward side.

Indigenous Fijians from the central and western regions were traditionally considered more Melanesian; but in the eastern islands, such as those in the Lau group, a strong Polynesian influence is also apparent. By the mid-nineteenth century, missionary and trade contact had reduced regional differences, and today a distinctly Fijian culture, resulting from the blending of Melanesian and Polynesian elements, can be said to exist alongside more characteristically Melanesian or Polynesian culture areas.

From 1874 until 1970, Fiji was a British colony, and during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the British brought indentured laborers from India to work on the large sugarcane plantations. The descendants of those workers, as well as subsequent immigrants from India, now make up 49 percent of the population of Fiji; Indigenous Fijians account for 46 percent; and persons of European descent (especially New Zealanders and Australians), other Pacific Islanders, and people of other cultures, such as Chinese, total no more than 5 percent. This population mix raises profound and complex problems, especially between Indigenous Fijians and those of Indian ancestry.

Through their system of communal landholding, which does not permit property to be sold, Indigenous Fijians own more than 80 percent of the land. But the land that is presently most capable of producing income, including urban sites for commercial establishments and hotels, is primarily owned or operated on long-term leases by others. The commercial lifeline of Fiji is in the hands of either outside interests, especially from New Zealand and Australia, or Fijians of Indian ancestry, who are especially dominant in smaller commercial enterprises.

Indigenous Fijians blame their exclusion from the contemporary wealth of their nation on Fijians of Indian ancestry. The conflict between these two groups is intense, and sometimes violent. As one Indigenous Fijian elder put it when speaking of Fijians of Indian descent:
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Village farmer3


“Everything we Fijians believe in, they destroy. Where we share, they hoard; where we are quiet, they are loud; where we are respectful, they are aggressive; and where we are humble, they are arrogant. We can’t live with them in our place.”



From Fijians of Indian ancestry there are also complaints. For them the “sharing” of Indigenous Fijians shows a lack of good business sense; Indigenous Fijians’ “quietness” and “humility” are interpreted as timidity and passivity. With the values of each transmuted by the other into an eerie negative reflection, the gulf between the two cultures seems insurmountable.
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Adolescent and child

Indigenous Fijians have applied constant pressure to solidify their political control of the nation even as they drop in number below a majority of the population. In 1977, for example, a political party that emerged with surprising strength took as its motto “Fiji for Fijians,” a not-so-polite way of saying that Fijians of Indian ancestry should leave Fiji. The recent coups of 1987 were a more dramatic attempt to ensure Indigenous Fijian control.

This book is about Indigenous Fijians, who call themselves simply Fijians (kai viti literally “from Fiji”).4 And Fijian is the word I will use.

TRADITIONAL FIJIAN HEALING

In providing the background for Fijian healing practices, I concentrate on traditional ceremonies, religious beliefs, and values as well as social structure rather than topics such as history, political structure, and detailed linguistic analysis. This choice is based on the judgment of Fijian elders, as well as my own, as to what is important to know if one is to understand traditional Fijian healing.

There are several kinds of traditional Fijian healers: this book focuses on the dauvagunu, or spiritual healers. I use the term “healer” or “Fijian healer” or “traditional healer” to refer to the dauvagunu and “traditional Fijian healing” or “Fijian healing” to refer to their work.

The concept of “tradition” is not an absolute one. Here the word “traditional” refers to a healing system that in the middle to late 1970s and mid-1980s — the time of my fieldwork — was considered by Fijians to express traditional Fijian values and beliefs, especially about the spiritual realm and issues of health and sickness. Values and beliefs were seen by people as traditional to the degree that they were the same as or similar to the way “the old people” (qase) or the respected elders, chiefs, and ancestors valued and believed e liu or “in the past.” But e liu, which is often translated as “in the olden times” and means literally “before, in time or place,” does not refer to any specific time in the past.

Since tradition is an evolving body of beliefs and customs (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1984; B. Turner, 1990), all we can say is that the healing system described in this book is more traditional than other forms of healing now available to Fijians, including Western-oriented, hospital-based health care.

But the healing system to be described is also “not like it was long ago,” as one Fijian elder notes. “In the past,” he says, “we had strong healers. They were close to the Vu [the ancestral gods]. They respected the ways of the land [vakavanua] and kept all the sacred taboos. But today, it’s all changing. They don’t respect the old ways anymore. Today we have almost nothing left.” This elder’s view is repeated by others many times. And so not only is the healing described more traditional than other health services currently available, but apparently it is also less traditional than it was at one time.

LOCATION OF THE STORY

Traditional Fijian values, beliefs, and social structure are generally stronger in the rural areas than in the urban areas, though they do exist in urban areas in adapted form, often truncated and dramatized, sometimes revitalized and purified. The same can be said of traditional Fijian healing. The reason is obvious: the vast majority of adult Fijians living in the urban areas were born and raised in the rural villages. They bring with them to the city what they learned when growing up — their traditions.

The story of healing told in this book took place in both rural and urban areas; in a specific rural area, the northern end of an island chain I call Bitu, and especially in a village I call Tovu, as well as in a specific urban area, Suva.5

Suva, the capital city of Fiji, is located on Viti Levu, the island with the largest population. Nearly half of Suva’s seventy thousand residents are Fijians of Indian descent. This cosmopolitan setting has two active daily newspapers, a regional university, many restaurants and banks, and several movie theaters. It is also a favorite stopping place for tourists, primarily from New Zealand and Australia.

In the island chain of Bitu, people live in small coastal villages of about a hundred people, usually separated by several hours’ journey on foot, or a half-hour or more by motorboat. Here the population is for the most part Indigenous Fijian; the rare exception might be a central government official, teacher, or a shopkeeper of Indian or other ethnic ancestry.

My emphasis in describing Fijian values, social structure, ceremonies, and healing, is on the form they take in Bitu, although I do at times discuss practices in Suva in order to suggest the changes that are occurring. These changes are also reflected in the rural healing system, introducing a dynamic to this story of healing. The interplay between rural Bitu and urban Suva is truly reciprocal.
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Just as there are similarities and differences between rural and urban Fiji, so this book is both about and not about Fiji as a nation. As mentioned earlier, Fiji is a complex nation; cultural variations, even within the Indigenous Fijian population, abound. Polynesian-influenced eastern Fiji differs from the Melanesian-influenced west, areas along coral reefs differ from mountainous ones, and coastal villages differ from upriver or inland ones. And these differences define important rules and rituals of relationship.

Persons from coastal villages, for example, see themselves as “from the water” (kai wai), whereas the inhabitants of inland villages see themselves as “from the land” (kai vanua). These identifications are assumed with pride, with the distinct implication that anyone who differs is somehow less “worthy” — not as skillful, not as smart, not as resourceful. They also create reciprocal actions of respect and ritual obligations. Meetings between persons from the land and from the water are predictable occasions for mutual joking and teasing as well as fulfilling ritual obligations of exchange. People from the water, for example, give specified foods harvested from the ocean to those from the land, while those from the land give in return foods unavailable on the coast in a complementary and enriching exchange.6

Despite these elegant differences, similarities exist throughout the Indigenous cultures of Fiji. Therefore, although this book focuses on a particular island chain and the Suva area, to some extent it can be generalized to other parts of Fiji.

THE VU AND MANA

It is impossible to talk about Fijian tradition without dealing with the basis of that tradition, the Vu — the “ancestral gods,” the “spirits of dead ancestors,” or more simply “the ancestors.” The word Vu refers both to the more ancient, cosmological gods, such as Degei, who rule over all Fiji, and to the spirits of dead ancestors and other relatives, who inhabit the local areas still connected with their progeny. These two groups are not disconnected; Fijians see the cosmological gods as their ancestors, their relatives, the only difference being that these gods are generations more remote in the past than recently deceased relatives.

The Vu are active in everyday life, and their influence penetrates into all activities. They watch over, guide, and protect their descendants, encouraging, and at times demanding, that people of today keep to and respect the old ways, the ways the Vu are still practicing. If people deviate from these traditions, they withhold their protection, and punishment is forthcoming. The earthly realm mirrors the spiritual realm in its values and structure, so people seek guidance from the Vu about how to live properly, and especially how to resolve crises. The traditional healer assumes a role of utmost importance in this search for guidance because, except for powerful chiefs, he or she has the closest and most direct link to the Vu.

Because of their power to bring about both good and evil in everyday life, the Vu are regarded with respect, fear, and awe, made the more intense by their invisibility to all but the few who like the healers can communicate with and sometimes even see them. But the presence of the Vu can be sensed by ordinary people, occasioning a feeling of terror, a profoundly intuitive, uncanny feeling called rere. The feeling of rere occurs most often at night, especially if one is alone and out in the bush. It may indicate that a relative has died or will soon die. Although these brushes with the spirits terrify ordinary people, who tenaciously avoid them, healers seek and accept contacts with the Vu, and try to extend the duration and intensity of these contacts.

The Vu are the source of power behind the Fijian land and people and the activities and values that connect the two. This spiritual power is called mana. Mana is the fundamental spiritual force that is recognized in cultures throughout the world, akin to the n/um of the Kalahari Zhu/twasi or the wakan of the Lakota people or the chi of the traditional Chinese. But as with these other concepts, mana is hard to define. “Mana,” said one Fijian elder paradoxically, trying to explain it, “is mana.” Others say mana is the “power to effect,” or “what makes things happen.” One chief likened its action to that of electricity; it is something unseen but nevertheless powerful, even devastating.

As an expression of the powers of the Vu, mana is meant to help and heal. But when approached disrespectfully or used improperly, it can harm or kill. Though most intense with the Vu, mana is also present in sacred places associated with the Vu, such as at ancient burial mounds and during ceremonies. Chiefs, who by virtue of their birthright are closest to the Vu, and healers, who learn to communicate with the Vu, have special access to mana. One chief, for instance, said that his mana was so powerful that whenever he bathed in a stream, the fish would die. A person fishing downstream might be overjoyed at the unexpected catch, but since the fish died from exposure to the chief’s mana, they would now be sacred and therefore potentially dangerous, if not respected. The fish would have become taboo (tabu or “something sacred that one is prohibited from approaching or touching”); it would be a violation of the mana to eat them and harm would result. Unless one is qualified by birth or training to work with mana, one keeps one’s distance from it. So powerful is mana that close contact with it, or with anything or anyone possessing it, can be dangerous for the unprepared and even on occasion for those who are prepared as well.

The more powerful and sacred the site or person, the stronger the mana attached to it. Mana is a direct expression of the power of the Vu — the more powerful the Vu, the more powerful the mana. Like the Vu, mana permeates Fijian life in greater or lesser concentrations. Healers speak of a “mana-box” (kato ni mana), buried deep in the ocean which is the source of the mana throughout Fiji, and throughout the world as well.

The traditional thinking about and ways of gaining access to mana in rural areas undergo changes in the city. A young boxer living in Suva, for example, had had considerable success throughout the South Pacific at the time I was in Fiji. When people in Suva talked of his strength and power, the idea of mana often entered the conversation, though always discreetly. “I think there is something behind his boxing punch,” people would say, “and I heard he goes back to his village to perform the ceremony.” The “ceremony” they alluded to was a rite the young man performed to enlist the support of the Vu in his matches. Similar conversations might focus on an influential politician. The concept of mana has been adapted in urban areas to explain instances of unusual power, though people are not comfortable making that explanation overt. Their discomfort comes from their traditional respect for mana, which makes them both wonder whether the power of mana should be tapped for mundane achievements and personal gain, and also worry that maybe the person blessed with mana will turn its power against others.

TRADITIONAL SPIRITUALITY AND CHRISTIANITY

Entering a Fijian village, one is struck by the dominance of a single large building, invariably of concrete blocks, which often sits on a hill overlooking the village, or in a prominent site near the village center. It is the Christian church. Since their arrival in the 1830s, missionaries have been singularly successful in the islands, and nearly all Indigenous Fijians are practicing Christians. Most are Methodist, though many have become Catholic. In the cities as well as in rural villages, churches are usually filled during services, and each week parishioners enthusiastically celebrate the liturgy. It is very moving to see people observe the theme of the first fruits by bringing into the church the best of their new crops and laying them proudly at the altar. In the Methodist church, the minister (talatala) is assisted by a pastor (vakavuli), a villager who helps organize the church activities of the village. There are also a number of lay preachers (dauvunau) in each village who take turns preaching and conducting services.

The spiritual influence in Fijian life is pervasive and dominant. The importance of the traditional ancestors, the Vu, in Fijian culture has today been joined and for many Fijians subsumed by Christianity. But the blend of traditional and Christian spirituality is complex. It is unlikely that anyone, especially among the older generation, fully denies belief in the traditional Vu. Though the Christian worldview is more often used publicly to explain experience or influence events, the Vu are felt to be close at hand. They are a backup source of support or a last resort for some; for many they are the foundation of spiritual reality. Lying just beneath the surface in public, often openly dominant in private settings, awareness of the Vu intensifies whenever there is an unexplained crisis or unexpected illness. Some turn to the Vu when prayer to the Christian God fails; others pray to both the Vu and the Christian God at the same time; still others pray first to their Vu, in order to “clear the ground” spiritually, then to the Christian God, more out of respect than deep belief.

Especially in urban areas and among the more educated, there is a tendency to see Christianity as the saving faith of the Indigenous Fijian people which has stamped out the “devil worship” of the old, traditional religion, the worship of the Vu. Carrying on the work of the original missionaries, contemporary evangelicals portray traditional Fijian religion as the work of the tevoro, or “devil.”7

Referring to this evil work, the word vakatevoro means literally “devillike” or “from the work of the devil.” Vakatevoro is commonly translated as “witchcraft,” but since this word is laden with pejorative connotations in the Western tradition, I use it only when speaking of others who intend such connotations.

The evangelicals’ wrath is directed particularly at traditional healing, which is the most active practice of traditional religion in Fiji today. Traditional Fijian healing has become an evil to be destroyed, and healers are seen as servants of the devil whose task is to fulfill the wishes of their clients to kill or harm someone or to bring them some undeserved reward, like release from a prison sentence. Local newspapers sometimes allege the use of “sorcerers” or “witches” to influence the outcome of a sporting event, and routinely report the arrest of persons accused of practicing “witchcraft.” But whereas to evangelicals the entire practice of traditional healing is vakatevoro, to practitioners and clients the label vakatevoro is reserved for those who have abandoned the healing aspect of their work.

People also pray to the Vu during sacred nonhealing ceremonies, such as the welcoming of important visitors and the exchange of gifts for a marriage. These ceremonies are too closely linked to the political power structure to be maligned by the church. All important functions, whether at the central government or the village level, are accompanied by traditional Fijian ceremonies and therefore involve the Vu. Government officials are active, proud participants in these ceremonies.

Traditional healers, however, are not so firmly supported by the political power structure; their work in fact is usually done in secret, or at least privately. Healers are thus more vulnerable to the attacks of the church, and become the chosen target.

The Fijian language embodies the complexity of the connection between traditional and Christian expressions of spirituality and religion. Depending on a person’s beliefs, different words are used to refer to the traditional Vu versus the Christian God. Kalou is often used to refer to the Christian God, Kalou Vu to the traditional ancestral gods. But those who practice Christianity to the exclusion of the traditional religion will refer to the Christian God as the Kalou Dina or “true God,” implying thereby not only a corner on veracity but the top rank in the hierarchy. In this view, the Vu or Kalou Vu are said to serve, almost as quaint relics, below the true God. They are retained more to satisfy people’s “old-fashioned” beliefs than because they possess any intrinsic power, and often these Vu are dismissed outright as “pagan” or “primitive.”

Others with a more traditional view use the word Kalou to signify the “One Supreme Being” in the universe, who is worshiped by Fijians and Christians alike, and who is served by a number of powerful but lower-status gods, including the traditional Vu (or Kalou Vu) as well as Jesus Christ. This is how I use the word Kalou. As one healer put it: “We have no quarrel with the Christian religion. We both believe in the one supreme God. It’s just that the missionaries have not actually preached the real Christianity. They are the problem. They didn’t realize we already were practicing the religion they tried to give us.”

The relationship between Indigenous Fijian religion and Christianity is very intricate. Fijian elders speak convincingly about Indigenous beliefs, precepts, and practices, insisting on their precontact origins; as trained storytellers their task is to carry on to the present generation the truths of the past. In some cases, these beliefs are not very different from those of Christianity, and of other world religions as well. But especially in the area of practice, there are numerous differences.8

VANUA

The experience of vanua, the land and the people who live and work on it, is at the basis of Fijian life. Asesela Ravuvu, a Fijian social scientist, describes vanua in this way:


Vanua literally means land, but also refers to the social and cultural aspects of the physical environment identified with a social group.... For a vanua to be recognized, it must have people living on it and supporting and defending its rights and interests. A land without people is likened to a person without soul. The people are the souls of the physical environment.... The land is the physical or geographical entity of the people, upon which their survival...depends. It is a major source of life; it provides nourishment, shelter, and protection.... Land is thus an extension of the self. Likewise the people are an extension of the land. Land becomes lifeless and useless without the people, and likewise the people are helpless and insecure without land to thrive on. (Ravuvu, 1987, p. 76)



From a structural perspective, vanua is a social unit identified with a particular territory. It is the largest grouping of relatives, which is then divided into increasingly smaller groups. For example, the yavusa is a group of people who trace their lineage on the male side to a common ancestor or ancestor god (Vu). Our home village of Tovu is in the same yavusa as its neighboring village on Bitu island.

The yavusa is further subdivided into clans (mataqali), such as chiefs (turaga), heralds or spokesmen of the chiefs (mata-ni-vanua), warriors (bate), priests (bete) and fishermen (gone dau). In many cases—for example, with the priestly group in contrast to the chiefs or heralds—these clans no longer serve their traditional functions on an ongoing basis, though clan functions in general are revitalized during ceremonial occasions. Other functions, such as fishing, are spread beyond the specific clan group to which they are assigned in the traditional scheme.

Contemporary Fijian healers have taken over the healing function originally assigned to the priestly clan, which also had other functions such as advising the chief about war efforts. It is said that the priests lost their power because they abused it, using mana to harm more than to heal, violating rather than respecting tradition.

But this structural perspective on vanua provides only its outlines. Vanua is an experience which embraces all Fijian tradition because it is the place where one’s ancestors lived and died, the place where these ancestors in spirit form — the Vu — now live, watching over and protecting their progeny. Vanua exerts a spiritual force in people’s lives because the Vu exemplify the sacred ideal of living in the old or traditional way. Close at hand, the stimulus for acting in traditional ways is strong and ever present, as are the punishments for failing to do so.

The substance of vanua is thus the intimate relationship between land and people, a relationship both expressed and guided by tradition. Vanua then becomes a dynamic statement about how to live traditionally. The terms vakavanua or vakaturaga describe this traditional lifestyle or simply “tradition.” Vakavanua means literally having the characteristics of one who lives according to the way of the land; vakaturaga, having the characteristics of one who lives according to the way of the chiefs. Since chiefs embody the highest representation of the traditional way, the way of the land, the two terms can be used interchangeably.

Vakaturaga denotes not only traditional lifestyle but also the personality characteristics necessary to maintain it. To be or act in a way that befits a chief means doing so whether or not one is actually a chief by birth. Those who are vakaturaga, out of respect, behave toward others as if they were persons of importance, and knowing their place in the society, they fulfill their traditional obligations to those above them, below them, and at the same status level.

This portrait of one who is vakaturaga has dismayed some Western-trained policy analysts who advise Fiji on how to promote economic development. Such analysts see the person who is vakaturaga as overly compliant or complacent. “Where is the individualistic, entrepreneurial spirit?” they ask. They are further disturbed by the force of traditional kinship ties in Fiji, which encourages sharing of resources. “Where is the desire for the competitive edge?” they wonder. This kind of Western viewpoint is common in the urban areas of Fiji, which now control much of the funding that supports both urban and rural development projects.

But aside from their narrow capitalistic view of how economic development occurs, these analysts also misunderstand the concept of vakaturaga. There is nothing in this concept that precludes hard work; in fact, the desire to serve others can fuel individual motivation. And Fijians are constantly struggling against the more rigid and shallow interpretations of obedience which can exist. In its purest sense, vakaturaga connotes neither overly compliant nor overly complacent behavior. At its heart it is a way of being which emphasizes two values: respect (vakarokoroko) and love (loloma). One who is vakaturaga shows respect and love for all persons at all times, regardless of their social status. Such a person is truly humble.

Vakarokoroko and loloma are profound concepts. Though they prescribe a set of actions or manners, they are in essence descriptions of feelings. One respects the land and the people and the traditions that govern both; ultimately one’s respect is for the Vu, since land, people, and traditions express the way and will of the Vu. To behave with vakarokoroko is to act considerately toward others, treating them as equal or superior to oneself, with deference and humility. One always recognizes others and has feelings for them, consulting with others before proceeding to take any action that might affect them. Being obedient flows from vakarokoroko, since one naturally listens to and follows the lead of those who have attained one’s respect. In the Fijian way, then, obedience is not mere compliance, nor is it blindly pursued. Vakarokoroko is in behavior — speaking softly, keeping a distance from those one venerates; vakarokoroko is in attitude — feeling deeply for others, being humble in their presence.

Respect for others leads one to loloma, or the feeling of love or kindness for all others, just as the feeling of loloma engenders respect. One who shows loloma is ready to help and serve others. Dignified and composed, such an individual maintains self-respect and respect for others while exercising rightful authority during a crisis. A person having loloma is tolerant and serves to protect or defend others. To possess loloma is to recognize all persons as worthy of honor, care, and kindness. Solidarity is the aim; caring for others, the means.

Vakaturaga, then, describing how one should live traditionally, also describes the ideal Fijian way of life and the ideal Fijian personality. These cultural ideals constantly and concretely affect everyday behavior. Living in the traditional manner, Fijians achieve harmony and unity among themselves by caring for and sharing with one another, and allocating resources fairly. Only through respecting and honoring others, which is to say, through fulfilling one’s duties and responsibilities toward others, is this harmony possible. Respect and honor then come back to the one who displays these qualities, while others fulfill their reciprocal responsibilities. To fail in this mutual exchange brings one shame, embarrassment, and humiliation, painful states that are assiduously avoided. To succeed brings recognition, honor, and respect, enhancing one’s reputation and making one feel good, and most important, truly Fijian. But in the Fijian way, the individual does not seek or savor such recognition; humility comes first and stays to the end.

In practice, Fijians must continually face their humanity in their desire to be considered vakaturaga. Because they are only human, they constantly fall short of being like their ancestors, like the Vu. Traditional healers occupy a special place in this struggle. Like chiefs, healers are supposed to be closer to the Vu than ordinary persons and are therefore expected to be more committed to the struggle, if not actually more successful in it. Later we will see how healers engage in this struggle, how they seek to find and follow the straight path (gaunisala dodonu), the path which tells them how to be and act correctly or traditionally, and thereby how to use mana for healing rather than harming others.

SUBSISTENCE

The basic subsistence unit of rural Fiji is the village. The population of villages in Bitu varies from about 75 to 150. Houses are constructed from a variety of materials, but their rectangular shape and general structure hardly varies. Traditional thatched bure are interspersed among those built in the more common style, with a sheet iron roof atop walls made of thatch or reeds, or sometimes sheet iron, lumber, or concrete blocks. The floor is the living space where, sitting cross-legged, one works, eats and visits. Mats are placed on the floor for sleeping. Houses usually have a bed and perhaps a chair, but their use is minimal, their function marginal. In houses having thatched walls, or those made entirely of thatch, floors are usually raised off the ground by a layer of crushed coral and dried coconut fronds covered by woven pandanus leaf mats. The wood floors of wooden houses are also covered with these mats. There are more chairs and other furniture in urban houses (which usually retain the same rectangular shape but are not thatched), but the floor remains the area where many activities take place.
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Men constructing the reed walls of a bure, the traditional thatched house

Rural subsistence depends on the produce from gardens, which can be nearly an hour’s walk away, and fish caught in the village’s fishing areas. This subsistence farming and fishing is supplemented by an occasional cash crop, such as coconuts. Cash is needed to pay children’s school fees and to buy cooking utensils and household furnishings such as kerosene lamps and the occasional chair or bureau. A few persons in each village own outboard engines to power the long wooden boats that carry the people on fishing expeditions and visits to neighboring villages.

This pattern is radically different from that in Suva. Though many people still maintain gardens, the plots are much smaller than those in the villages; likewise, fishing is unavailable to most. Food is either purchased from the market or obtained from rural relatives. Housing and other basics of urban living require cash. But since job opportunities have not kept up with that demand, with well-paying jobs reserved for an elite few among Indigenous Fijians, many urban dwellers in Fiji experience hardship.

In the villages it is common for one or two groups of brothers and their families to form the central core, and the inhabitants are typically all related through the male line. Rural life is structured and guided by these kinship relationships and obligations; people help and are helped, they give and they get. This sharing and caring for others, the reciprocity that is both valued for itself and seen as a requirement for survival, characterize the collection and distribution of food as well as the organization of village life and ceremonies.
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Harvesting the root crop tavioka (cassava)

Meals consist of two parts: the main dish and a smaller complementary dish. The main dish (kakana dina, literally “real” or “true” food), which is served in abundance, consists of any one of a variety of starchy foods. Usually this is cassava (tavioka); taro (dalo), yam (uvi) and breadfruit (uto) are less common. Taro and especially yams are greatly appreciated. The product of a ritualized growing season, a nicely roasted yam is a treat after a steady diet of cassava, which is available year-round. The second part of the meal, the coi or the “relish,” can be either flesh, such as fish, shellfish, pork, beef, or chicken, or green, leafy vegetables, such as rourou, taro leaves cooked in coconut milk, or bele, a large-leafed spinachlike plant that is gathered in the bush.

Fruits, including bananas, papayas, and mangoes, provide a delightful variety to the diet. They are not always available on the drier coral reef islands but quite abundant in the wet inland villages. Mango season is a time of plenty. As the season begins, small children are sent out at dawn to gather the few ripe mangoes that have fallen to the earth before the birds get them. Mangoes litter the ground further into the season, and people may take just a bite or two from several of the most luscious specimens, walking over fruit that is less desirable in shape or color. This time of overabundance yields to a renewed scarcity as small children are again sent out in the early morning to secure the last ripe mangoes that remain — again hoping to arrive before the hungry birds of dawn.

Coconut is a pervasive part of the diet. Many foods are cooked in coconut milk, a rich, creamy liquid made by mixing grated coconut with water. Cooked in this manner, simple foods like cassava are exquisitely tasty. Coconut oil also provides the base for the variety of oils used in skin care and for medicinal purposes.

Garden areas are usually identified as belonging to a particular family or household, and parts or all of an identified area are gardened each year by that family. But boundaries between gardens are not rigid, and the actual area cultivated depends on the energy and motivation of the gardener as well as his regard for the traditional patterns of cultivation of neighboring gardeners. Though the quantity and quality of root crops that come into the village may differ from one household to another, no one goes hungry when food is available.
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Women fishing with two-person nets
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Communal fishing at the barrier reef
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Women dividing the day’s catch of fish into piles for each family in the village

The same rules of collection and distribution prevail in the fishing areas, which yield an incredible variety and abundance of fish and mollusks. On the coast, women fish with nets, usually two to a net close to shore, while the men go out in boats to line-fish. At certain times, especially when fish is needed for a ceremonial occasion, men and women mount large expeditions and fish together at the barrier reef surrounding the coral islands that make up Bitu. Forming a circle around a fishnet, they drive the fish toward the net by beating the water. As they move closer in a smaller and smaller circle, the fish are caught up in the net.

There is an attempt to get someone from each of the village households to participate in these expeditions. But whether a household member actually takes part or not, when the fishing party returns, every household in the village shares in the catch that is dumped on the ground. Several of the older women distribute the fish, throwing them with nonchalant skill into piles for each household. Those who provided the boat or engine or gas for the expedition, or those of chiefly status, may get a slightly larger share or more of the choice fish. And then, in following the traditional way, those so favored may give their special foods to a respected elder or chief or other people who have no one actively providing for them.

The joint ownership of the land and choice fishing areas, coupled with the emphasis on communal harvesting, ensures that sharing is the ethos of village life. Whenever family members sit down to eat, they keep their door open so that anyone walking by can see what they have on their plates and know they are not hiding or hoarding anything. More important, anyone walking by can be invited in to share the meal. The phrase mai kana, “come in and eat,” is heard throughout the village during mealtime. In the Fijian way, just as it is proper to ask, it is also proper to decline. But though only rarely is the invitation accepted, it is sincerely meant as a sign of respect, and a commitment to reciprocity.

Food is still shared in Suva, but the exchange is less extensive, and certainly less governed by ritual and kinship obligations. Store-bought foods such as canned mackerel and tinned beef are a major part of the urban diet, and the smaller quantities and the price make sharing more difficult. While it is not only respectful to share a large catch of freshly caught fish, it is also necessary; though fish can be preserved through smoking and partial cooking, it goes bad after several days. It is not unusual for an expedition to bring in nearly forty pounds of fish, well beyond the ability of any one household, or even several households, to consume. In contrast, not only does a can of unopened mackerel keep indefinitely, but once opened, when consumption becomes necessary, there isn’t a lot of fish to go around.

With cash playing a role in the food supply network, the system has taken a perverse turn. The government supports commercial fishing schemes in rural areas, usually by helping a village buy a large fishing vessel. Then what happens? With the exception of the less choice types of fish, villagers bring the bulk of their catch to Suva to sell in the urban market. With the cash from that sale, they buy the really valued fish — canned mackerel. Tinned food, because it is a Western innovation and preferred in urban homes, as well as for its obvious storage advantages, has become the prized food in the village.

SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Traditional village life is organized hierarchically. The older one is and the more senior one’s position within the family, the more one is respected and obeyed; likewise, membership in the chiefly lineage group and being male bring greater respect. This hierarchical structure is neither arbitrary nor one-sided, however; it emphasizes reciprocity, responsibility, and earned respect. The chief, for example, is supposed to give as much, or more, than he receives from his people, and he must continually earn their respect. The senior member of a family is expected to respect those below him as much, or more, than they do him, and likewise earn his position by performing his responsibilities. In order to earn the respect and the devoted support of those of a lower status, those of higher status must lead the family or group, organizing its activities, especially in ceremonies, and generally looking after its welfare and protecting its interests.

Hierarchy permeates all aspects of life, in the organizing of ceremonies as well as the structure and meaning of everyday activities. Respect for those above one is shown in many ways. For example, where one is seated in a house or at a ceremony has symbolic importance. Offering someone a position toward the “high” or more private portion of a house, or at the “head” of or in the front section at a ceremony, is a sign of respect. Because the head is the most sacred part of the body, it is considered disrespectful to rise above the heads of others, either by reaching over them or standing above them, especially when they are sitting on the floor. When one must reach above someone, for instance to get something from a shelf behind the person, or stand over or walk in front of him or her, one must first excuse oneself by saying tulou, a word of apology, asking forgiveness for the disrespectful behavior.

Sitting cross-legged on the floor — and thereby remaining “low,” inconspicuous and modest, and not, for example, pointing one’s feet at others — is a prime requisite for traditional respectful behavior. This is no easy task for most European visitors, who are unaccustomed to sitting in this fashion. Such visitors frequently use chairs when they are available, thereby placing themselves above those on the floor. Also, these visitors usually walk in front of their hosts and stand above them as they go toward their chairs. Moreover, European visitors are often unaware that they should excuse their behavior by saying tulou. The impression created is of disregard for the values of the land, sometimes extenuated by the visitors’ innocence, sometimes exacerbated by the visitors’ swaggering entrance, and always muted by Fijian hosts’ acceptance of the behavior, since they do not want to embarrass their visitors.

I was fortunate in having the bodily flexibility that allowed me to sit in the traditional manner for the long periods demanded by most gatherings. The people I lived with really appreciated that. For my part, I was grateful my body facilitated my showing respect.

In the villages, both men and women wear a piece of cloth wrapped around their bodies at the waist. The garment, called a sulu, comes down to the calves of men, and usually to the ankles of women. The sulu is worn by men with a shirt and by women over a dress. Though I was well practiced at wrapping the sulu around my waist, I never fully trusted it. Everyday activities, like carrying things, put my skill to the test. Rather than risk an unexpected exposure from some awkward movement, I usually wore a pair of shorts underneath my sulu, as do Fijian men themselves when engaged in particularly difficult or demanding work.

In urban areas, the sulu remains the standard dress worn at home and at ceremonies, though trousers for men and dresses for women have generally replaced the traditional garment during the workday. Modesty, however, remains the guiding principle in Fijian dress; respect for others, the rationale.

Meals are a daily occasion at which respect for hierarchy is displayed. Food is served to the family or group on a mat on the floor, with everyone sitting around the mat. Older men sit in the most important positions at the head or top of the mat. Served the largest and choicest pieces of food, they are given ample room in which to eat, and others of lower status are required to sit a bit apart from them. Down the mat from the older men are younger men, then children, and finally at the lowest end of the mat women who serve the food. At times the servers will not eat until the older men are fully finished with their meal. For their part, the older men, who thus enjoy special foods and large portions, are always aware of who else is eating and intentionally leave food that has been offered to them uneaten so the rest can also feed well. These customs of hierarchical deference are less closely observed in private than in public, and especially ceremonial, occasions. When the members of a family eat alone in their house, for example, all usually eat together.

[image: image]

The men having finished, the women and children now eat together

As crucial as showing respect to those ranked higher than oneself is offering special treatment to those of lesser status. Likewise, it is proper for a person to graciously refuse an offer of special treatment. These actions are a demonstration of humility.

In Suva, such observances of respect and obedience within the hierarchy are more difficult to maintain. Urban criteria of respect, such as educational attainment and participation in modern commerce, have arisen, and as their influence increases, elders traditionally awarded respect are less honored, since they usually lack these credentials. It is painful to see a rural elder stand awkwardly at a city bank counter, at a loss for words, as the impatient European or Indian Fijian bank teller makes matters worse by speaking in English too rapidly for the elder to understand. Elders are often not only out of place in urban areas, but diminished by the place. Young Fijians in particular, who see their elders constantly struggle in urban settings, begin to lose their traditional regard for them.

The traditional understanding of gender differences prevails in Fijian village life. There is, for example, a division of labor according to sex, with men engaged in clearing land for gardening, building houses, and spearing fish, and women in cooking, weaving mats, baby-sitting, washing clothes, and fishing with small nets. But this division is felt by both women and men to be appropriate. One woman elder expressed it this way: “We don’t want the men to get into our activities. What would a man do when we women are weaving mats together? He wouldn’t know how to weave and how to participate in our women’s talk. And we don’t want to get into their activities. Women and men have different things to do — and that’s the proper Fijian way.”

Fijians value the time they spend with others of their sex, the joking and camaraderie in activities like, for women, fishing with nets close to shore and, for men, line-fishing in the ocean. The community too values the specific contributions each sex makes. Interactions in the same-sex fishing groups differ from those in the communal fishing of both men and women at the barrier reef. Fueled from both sides by jokes laced with wonderfully indirect sexual references and challenges, the mixed-sex fishing group has its own pleasures. The jokes are the more enjoyed because traditional rules limit cross-sexual contacts in public. It takes great skill and sensitivity to play along the boundaries of acceptable decency.

Though men are generally in charge of the public sphere, for example organizing and orchestrating ceremonies, women have their full say within the home and considerable influence, sometimes through their husbands, on the way public activities are arranged. It is their labor that produces many of the valued goods exchanged during ceremonies, such as woven mats and scented coconut oil. Women affect the nature of the ceremony through their collective decisions about what and how to contribute.

In Fiji, women and men function for the most part separately in ways that are meant to be relatively equal. While under the hierarchical rules of Fijian social order, where being male, as well as being older or of a high status, elicits more public displays of respect, this does not imply a disrespect for or condescension to women. When older men are seated at the head of the mat, the place of high status, and served first with the best foods, those signs of honor must, after all, be given to them by women. By showing such respect, women in turn receive respect, for among the most important traditional Fijian values for all people are humility, service, and obedience.

In urban areas there is a trend toward a more public and complete sharing of power between the sexes. Enrollment at the University of the South Pacific in Suva illustrates this trend: in fact, more Fijian women than men attend, a radical turn of events considering the low profile women generally assume in the village in situations of public prestige and power. But at its core, respect, whether in the village or the city, knows no gender.

1These articles and ethnographies include Arno, 1980, 1992; Basow, 1984, 1986; Belshaw, 1964; Brewster, 1922; Derrick, 1950; Herr, 1981; Hickson, 1986; Hocart, 1929, 1952; Kaplan, 1988, 1989; M. M. W. Katz, 1981, 1984; Kelly, 1988; Knapman and Walter, 1980; Lal, 1983, 1989; Lasaqa, 1984; Quain, 1948; Roth, 1953; Rutz, 1978; Sahlins, 1962, 1985; Spencer, 1937, 1941; Stewart, 1982a, 1982b, 1984; B. Thompson, 1908; L. Thompson, 1940a, 1940b; J. W. Turner, 1984, 1986, 1987; Watters, 1969; West, 1988; Williams and Calvert, 1859). Since I use these sources mostly for general background and corroboration, I do not cite particular references except in instances where one source alone makes a specific point.

2These words and views are drawn largely from my two years of fieldwork in Fiji and from several especially valuable books written by Fijians, including Rusiate Nayacakalou’s Tradition and Change in the Fijian Village and Leadership in Fiji, Asesela Ravuvu’s The Fijian Way of Life, and Saimoni Vatu’s Talking About Oral Traditions.

3‘Individuals in these photographs are not named for the same reason that pseudonyms are used in the text. This decision should not be confused with the absence of names in many earlier anthropological photographs of Indigenous people. In those photographs, identities were denied through lack of respect rather than protected out of respect.

4I use the terms “Indigenous’’ and “Western” in order to compare and contrast peoples and institutions. The literature on these two terms is, of course, extensive (for example, Barnett, 1953; Bateson, 1972; Bellah, 1968; Bodley, 1989; Diamond, 1974; Fanon, 1978; Guenther, 1986; Herbert, 1982; Huizer, 1978; Lee and Hurlich, 1982; Little Bear et al., 1984; Memmi, 1965; Nayacakalou, 1978; R. Rappaport, 1978; Trainer, 1989; B. Turner, 1990). Though the issues these sources address are complex, I wish to offer a simpler understanding, using the terms as a pragmatic manner of alluding to two different but overlapping and interrelated ways of being, which are themselves each undergoing change.

I use the term “Western” to refer to people and institutions relatively affected by forces such as modernism, capitalism, and urbanism; the term “Indigenous” to refer to people and institutions relatively more affected by forces such as traditionalism, cooperative economics, and rural or “bush” life. The term “Western” does not refer merely to the geographical area known as the West; it is an attitude, a way of being, that appears in many parts of the world, though it may be more concentrated in places like Europe, the United States, and Canada. The term “Indigenous” refers to Aboriginal or First Nations Peoples. Indigenous peoples are descended from the first or original inhabitants of a place, and though they are relatively more traditional, they are also often influenced by the Western values of the larger nation within which they reside.

5With the exception of Suva, the names of places where the story primarily took place have been changed.

6To make these differences more subtle, a group that is “from the water” in relation to a second group with whom it makes exchanges may consider itself to be “from the land” in relation to yet a third group that is regarded as “from the water.”

7Fijian elders believe the word tevoro was imported from Tonga by Christian missionaries.

8Whatever intermingling has occurred will take time to sort out, and since most of the earliest written accounts of Fijian beliefs were compiled by missionaries, greater reliance must be placed on oral tradition. Likewise it may be difficult to establish whether, in any particular case, the effects of Christianity on traditional beliefs remain superficial or reach more fundamental levels.


CHAPTER   2

Ceremonies and the Work of Healing

Ceremonial life is essential in Fiji. It both celebrates the religious dimension and promotes economic and social exchange. During ceremonies, gifts are exchanged between two groups. These two groups may be the husband’s and wife’s people in a marriage ceremony, or the family members of someone who has died and those paying their respects during a funeral, or hosts and guests at the arrival of important visitors to a village.
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Tabua

Ceremonies bridge the spirit world and the everyday world. They allow the people to communicate with the Vu. During ceremonies, people seek clearer instructions from the Vu about how they should live, and plead with the Vu to forgive them for violating their sacred obligations. Ceremonies highlight the wish of the people to live the proper way, to show respect for others and the Vu. Chiefs and especially their spokesmen or heralds (mata-ni-vanua) have important and difficult ceremonial responsibilities. It is their job to be sure ceremonies are performed in the proper way, precisely according to tradition; the degree of correctness observed is a sign of the degree of respect shown.

[image: image]

Large ceremonial exchange: the magiti (food) on the left, the yau (material goods like mats, cloth, and kerosene) on the right

There are generally two types of gifts exchanged in ceremonies. One is called yau, which includes traditional items such as a tabua (whale’s tooth), a highly valued, sacred object, and woven mats as well as recently introduced items such as bolts of cloth and drums of kerosene or gasoline. The second is called magiti, a ceremonial feast or gift of food, which includes traditional foods, as well as slaughtered cattle and canned foods. Through the exchange of gifts, the relationship between groups is affirmed and the identity of each group within itself strengthened. In Fiji, one is not alone; the group is one’s life. Such exchanges are a way of honoring other groups and, in essence, honoring the Vu who stand behind these groups.

Westerners are at times mystified by this exchange of gifts and goods: it seems to them that each side gives the other approximately the same items. In their view, each should keep for itself what it was going to give. Each would end up with the same things, and with the need for ceremony eliminated, everybody would save time and energy. This view is more than naive; it completely misses the point. As the Fijian anthropologist Rusiate Nayacakalou (1978) puts it, “The important thing is not that Fijian exchange is not trade, but that the framework within which it takes place is primarily social, not economic. The economic relationship is brought about because of the social relationship...” (p. 40). The ceremonial exchange is a social, cultural event with sacred obligations; the material goods are the ostensible, observable medium of exchange.
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Ritual presentation of the tabua (sacred whale’s tooth)
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Burning hair off a pig before baking in the lovo (underground oven) in preparation for a magiti (feast)

An exchange requires two sides. As one side gives, the other receives; and then the other gives, and the first receives. I remember a ceremony in which a visitor asked permission to enter the village. There was only the one visitor, not enough to constitute a full side, especially in relation to the village hosts. Several of the hosts therefore joined with the visitor for the duration of the ceremony, creating two functioning sides to an exchange and thereby making proper giving and receiving possible. Ceremonial exchanges are a dynamic process. The giving and receiving are not necessarily connected in time, nor is there a discrete end to the process itself.

It sometimes seems that ceremonies are held everywhere, at any time. All major occasions of meeting, including arriving and departing, and all transition events are celebrated with ceremonies, usually complex and multifaceted. A death, for example, is observed for four days afterward, the fourth night being especially important. The ceremonial period is then extended to ten days after the death, with the tenth night particularly marked; the next period, culminating in the hundredth night, is again very important.

Much work is involved in preparing for a ceremony. The gifts to be given must be collected and decisions must be made about their distribution — what and how much goes to whom. Discussion about how a ceremony is to be conducted must work toward consensus. At times confusion and hard feelings can affect the preparations. But once the ceremony begins, each person’s entire being is directed toward the sacred task. Frantic, last-minute preparations may take place inside the house, but participants leave the house calmly, bearing their gifts with pride, and walk with dignity to the ceremonial area. A rendezvous with the ancestral gods demands respectful and respectable behavior.

Healing rituals take place within this context of pervasive and intensely practiced ceremony. The healing practice is judged by standards derived from the more general ceremonial context: respectful performance, exchange, and most important, contact with the Vu.

YAQONA

The yaqona plant (Piper methysticum) must accompany every ceremony; otherwise, the occasion is empty because the Vu are not present. Opening the ceremony, the exchange of yaqona invites the Vu into the peoples’ lives; closing the ceremony, the yaqona requests permission of the Vu to leave. When people offer yaqona to the Vu in the correct ritual manner, communication with them is possible, and their mana becomes accessible. Yaqona is the channel to the Vu; it is called “the nourishment of the gods.” The offering of yaqona thus commences the ceremonial exchange that underlies all material and social exchanges.

A tall, leafy plant that grows to about five feet in height, yaqona is often cultivated as a cash crop. Its long, gnarled roots are dried, pounded or pulverized, then mixed with water to form a ceremonial drink. The yaqona can be offered either as an entire plant, as is the case with the yaqona used for important formal ceremonies, or as the dried roots, or in the form of a fine powder sold in urban markets. Though yaqona is literally a plant, it is in essence a spiritual messenger.
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Yaqona
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Ritual presentation of the yaqona

The sevusevu ceremony is the most common way of exchanging yaqona. The sevusevu must initiate all major ceremonies, asking of the Vu permission to begin, and seeking their blessing on the proceedings. Whenever someone comes into a village or a home as a guest, a sevusevu must be performed, requesting permission to enter, to be part of the host’s place or land. In return, the host, by accepting the yaqona and at times then offering a sevusevu to the guest, reciprocates his respect for the land from which the guest has come. These exchanges of yaqona at a person’s arrival in another village or home are frequent, yet often unpredictable, so Fijians make a practice of carrying yaqona with them when traveling to be prepared.

Though it is offered by one human being, and accepted by another, yaqona is actually being exchanged by the Vu who stand behind the human participants. The presentation and acceptance of yaqona is accompanied by special words, chants, and gestures, during which the atmosphere is profoundly quiet and reverent.

I remember a time when a visitor came from a neighboring village. He was no stranger to the people in our village, and was considered something of a buffoon, not taken seriously. Yet when he offered his sevusevu, he was treated with high regard, for he was now seen as a representative of the Vu of his village.

Yaqona is a central ingredient in Fijian life. It is often said that “we Fijians cannot live without yaqona.” Mildly psychoactive, yaqona eventually produces a soporific effect. People become more congenial with moderate drinking; another common saying is that “without yaqona, we cannot have a good meeting,” meaning that yaqona encourages people to work together. As yaqona drinking proceeds, people become more relaxed and mellow, eventually entering a state of utter relaxation in which talk becomes less frequent and sleepiness takes over. An animated yaqona-drinking session often evolves into a still, slow-moving shadow play, lasting until the yaqona is finished. I was told by many different people that “yaqona is the best sleeping pill you can take.” Originally reserved for chiefs and for use in sacred ceremonies, everyone now drinks yaqona, and it is found not only in sacred settings but at almost every social gathering.
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