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Abstract
Family members in American Sāmoa continue to maintain strong relationships with U.S. family
members, facilitating continued access to social capital. Nevertheless, Sāmoan communities
continue to be impacted by issues of economic opportunity, education, politics, representation
and gender. How might Fa’asamoa and relationships in ‘āiga (family) shape discussions of
social justice issues between local and U.S. Sāmoan communities? Using the talanoa
(conversation and exchange) methodology (Vaioleti 2006), I explored the interconnectedness of
issues in American Sāmoa and the United States, and how Sāmoan social structures—such as
‘āiga—influence conversations across family members. Although discussions of issues within
local Sāmoan communities remain limited, respect and relationships are values that guide
possible conversations about social justice issues in Sāmoan communities locally and abroad.
The relationships I developed throughout this project, and my discussions with local Sāmoans
are merely a foundation for further participatory research and social justice dialogue.
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Respect and Relationships: Towards Social Justice Dialogue in Sāmoan Communities
Introduction
Sāmoans on-island maintain robust familial relationships with Sāmoan communities
outside of Sāmoa. Sāmoans generally migrated in great numbers—particularly to New Zealand,
Australia and the United States—as a response to new opportunities created by globalization
(Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009a; Macpherson and Macpherson, 2009, 19). Regardless of how or
where Sāmoans move, Sāmoans remain very much connected to their ‘āiga (family) and
genealogies in Sāmoa (Lee, 2009; Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009b; Anae, 2015). Relationships with
‘āiga contribute to Sāmoan social capital—generally, “the ability of actors to secure benefits by
virtue of membership in social networks…” (Macpherson and Macpherson, 2009; Portes, 1998,
6). Fa’asamoa (the Samoan way) guide one’s position and thereby participation in ‘āiga. This
study will focus on Sāmoans in American Sāmoa, because their relationships to family members
locally and in the United States are culturally central to their livelihood. I explored how these
relationships shape understandings of, and conversations on social justice issues that impact
Sāmoan communities. In the United States and American Sāmoa, Sāmoans face issues, including
(but are not limited to) representation (particularly in higher education and academia) and selfdetermination as a distinct cultural group—social justice issues that are linked to legacies of U.S.
colonialism in American Sāmoa (Trask, 1999; Hall, 2015; Poblete-Cross, 2010).
This study contributes to an understanding of social justice in American Sāmoa by
documenting factors and processes that shape dialogue about issues in Sāmoan communities.
Social justice entails “full participation in society and the balancing of benefits and burdens by
all citizens, resulting in equitable living and a just ordering of society” (Buettner-Schmidt, 2012,
948). Social justice encompasses, for instance, educational, political and economic opportunities.
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Representation in American Sāmoa is one issue that raise questions of equity in relationships
with the United States. In this study I pose the question: How might Fa’asamoa and relationships
in ‘āiga shape discussions of social justice issues that affect local and U.S. Sāmoan
communities? Using the talanoa (conversation and exchange) methodology (Vaioleti 2006), I
explored the interconnectedness of issues in American Sāmoa and the United States, and how
Sāmoan social structures, such as ‘āiga, influence conversations across family members.
Although discussions of issues within local Sāmoan communities remain limited, respect and
relationships are values that guide possible conversations about social justice issues in Sāmoan
communities locally and abroad.
The Sāmoan diaspora is not limited to the United States—in fact, one may take interest in
New Zealand or Australian communities. However, I have decided to focus on relationships with
Sāmoan communities in the United States because the United States is a context for which I am
most familiar, both personally and academically. This study is not intended to tell a complete
story about social justice engagement or issues faced by Pacific Islanders across the Pacific
Islands and its diasporas. Issues faced by Sāmoan communities in the United States are not
meant to be generalizable to Sāmoan communities in diasporas worldwide. Rather, I hope this
study serves as a model for exploring conversations across Sāmoan communities, and the social
and cultural frameworks that mediate and facilitate social justice dialogue.
Who am I? Interconnected communities
Jiken jerbal is a Bikinian term for “place of work.”
As I attend the University of Washington
I want to acknowledge the importance of the land
First, for the Coast Salish Peoples
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Second, as a place to do good work in
decolonization
We owe it to our indigenous communities for how
much they endured through centuries of
colonization
As students, it is our responsibility to use western
institutions as a platform to create change
Puget Sound isn’t my home anymore
It’s a place of work. (Elsea, 2017)
As a Pacific Islander student at University of Washington Seattle (UW), I engaged in
conversations on various issues that affect Pacific Islanders in the greater Seattle area. The
Pacific Islander student community demonstrated years of involvement in these conversations;
because of ongoing advocacy for greater Pacific Islander representation on campus, UW
established an Oceanic and Pacific Islander Studies minor (Noor, 2018). Recently, I conducted
outreach with a team of peers to educate the public about the effects of U.S. nuclear testing on
Marshallese communities (see Jetn̄il-Kijiner, 2017). For this study, I will not discuss in detail
these specific conversations. Rather, I bring to the study my own experiences as an active
participant in conversations at my home community. In other words, I am situated in the study as
both a researcher and researched. As I reflected on the process of participating in conversations
with Sāmoan community members on social justice issues throughout my fieldwork, I began to
interconnect communities in American Sāmoa and the United States. This paper is a product of
my relationships with these communities and a foundation for which Sāmoan communities can
build further relationships.
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Historical and contemporary migration
Many more Sāmoans are now living outside of Sāmoa than on the islands. An estimated
207,000 ethnic Sāmoans reside in the United States alone (United States Census Bureau 2016).
In American Sāmoa, as much as 72% of roughly 50,000 ethnic Sāmoans live outside of
American Sāmoa (Poblete-Cross, 2010). Despite outward migration to the diaspora, Sāmoan
families continue to have interactions and exchange across a wider physical space. According to
Anae (2015), families abroad maintain relationships through “money, prayers, support, food,
material goods, and even relatives themselves…” In this section, I will explore historical and
contemporary Sāmoan migration and relationships with ‘āiga—a social structure that persisted
despite Sāmoan migration abroad. Traditional social structures of Fa'asamoa evolved and
adapted towards outward migration and different channels for interaction. Continued
relationships across migrants and local Sāmoans create the possibility for dialogue on social
justice issues affecting Sāmoan communities in American Sāmoa and the United States.
Sāmoan migration abroad historically occurred as part of an adaptation to colonialism.
Va’a (2015) views Sāmoan migration as a historical, culturally informed phenomenon. Many
historical factors continue to drive Sāmoan migration today. Americans contributed to the
proliferation of a cash economy in Sāmoa during WWII. When the United States Navy no longer
administered American Sāmoa in 1951, it offered to bring Sāmoans to Hawai’i. This, along with
the introduction of Western values (i.e. consumerism and individualism) and lifestyles created a
pathway for American Sāmoans to migrate to the United States (Poblete-Cross, 2010). Since
then, “many have left American Sāmoa to take advantage of better opportunities in education,
employment, and metropolitan lifestyles in other parts of the United States” (Poblete-Cross,
2010, 505). As Sāmoans began migrating in high numbers, social structure and relationships
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transformed. Nevertheless, Sāmoan migrants generally continued to value their relationships and
continued to serve their families (Macpherson and Macpherson, 2009). The basis for Sāmoan
migration, relationships and resilience must be situated in a historical context. Although the trend
of Sāmoan migration began because of colonialism and neocolonialism, it certainly did not end
there. Studies of Sāmoan migration and issues faced by Sāmoans worldwide should consider
historical issues of colonialism and economic structure.
Sāmoans continue to be situated in a traditional social structure that facilitates
interactions between Sāmoans abroad and at home. Va’ai (2011) argues fa’asamoa is resilient
and adaptable to social change even in a ‘post-colonial’ era. This is possible through the matai
(chief) system, which emphasizes not individual power, but relationships across Sāmoans.
Sāmoan identity is based on several facets including, but not limited to: the immediate family,
extended family, village and district. If one is not easily identified individually, he or she is
identified through his or her family. Sāmoans also use language to negotiate interactions between
each other. One’s relationship to Fa’asamoa holds even if she migrates towards the diaspora. For
example, migrants abroad have been conferred matai titles for “their services through monetary
and material remittances for the welfare of the family and village. This…acknowledges the
inevitability of migration and enables Sāmoans overseas to maintain and keep links with home”
(27). The conferring of matai titles is not merely an incentive for migrants to provide services
back home; rather, it demonstrates the importance of reciprocity and relationships. In doing so,
migrant ties to Sāmoa become stronger. Va’ai demonstrates how the Sāmoan traditional social
structure facilitates two-way interactions, relationships and exchange between Sāmoans that
maintain social capital. Although the physical and conceptual space between Sāmoans expanded
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considerably, ‘āiga remains central to Sāmoan identity and livelihood. Relationships between
Sāmoans must be situated in contexts of Fa’asamoa and ‘āiga.
Fa’asamoa informs the ways Sāmoans worldwide conceptualize the space between them.
Lilomaiava-Doktor (2009a) defines vā (social space) as a broad, living space that considers one’s
relationships across kin groups—both in Sāmoa and in the diaspora. Vā, when taken literally,
also means a space between two people or groups. Through her field work, Lilomaiava-Doktor
found that vā is mediated by relationships that reinforce and strengthen ‘āiga. “In common
usage, vā connotes mutual respect in sociopolitical arrangements that nurture the relationships
between people, places, and social environments” (12). In other words, vā implies that one is part
of a communal whole held together by kin relationships, or ‘āiga. By upholding cultural values,
especially of ‘āiga, Sāmoans signal association and investment with vā—even if they reside in
the diaspora. Rather than view the space between Sāmoans as “separation,” we should instead
consider vā as a space to strengthen and cultivate relationships. In dialogues of social issues with
Sāmoan communities, the vā across members must be respected, as doing so maintains
relationships across community members. Dialogues are also opportunities to learn how
Sāmoans in local communities conceptualize vā that encompasses family members in the
diaspora.
Interactions and involvement with traditional social structures continue to evolve as
Sāmoans become more established in the diaspora. Lee (2009) explores a body of literature on
Pacific “transnationalism.” Within the past 50 years, movement into the “far-diaspora”—New
Zealand, Australia and the United States—created a Sāmoan population that is larger than the
population in the islands. Lee argues transnationalism is a linking force among Sāmoans at home
and in the diaspora—particularly through remittances. Sāmoans today have more ways to engage
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with each other across a wider social space, including through the Internet. First-generation
migrants continue to maintain relationships with their home with these activities, but secondgeneration migrants can be less involved in transnational relationships. This is certainly a
possibility, but I add this state of second-generation migrant involvement is a sign of a
transforming relationship between Pacific Islanders. Given how fa’asamoa adapted to the effects
of colonization (Va’ai, 2011), Sāmoans should be no less involved in their relationships with
each other even across a wide social space. As new opportunities for interaction emerge,
however, a wider range of exchange beyond remittances become possible. Remittances are no
longer a reliable measure of the strength of relationships across Sāmoans.
In the context of globalization, family roles and duties remain central to the livelihoods of
Sāmoans worldwide. Lilomaiava-Doktor (2009b) examines the relationship between fafo
(“outside”) and i’inei (“here”) in a local Sāmoan context. She argues Sāmoan interactions
between fafo and i’inei decenters the village but acknowledges its importance in relationships.
Lilomaiava-Doktor conducted a field study in Salelologa, Savai’i between 1999 and 2002.
Sāmoans place great importance on relationships between siblings to facilitate movement of
extended family and remittances. The matai system adapted to outward migration, and because
titles were granted overseas, “Social and political roles remain intact” (61). Movement between
fafo and i’inei highlight the importance of relationships across ‘āiga through ceremony and
reaffirmation of cultural values. In addition, Sāmoans fafo send gifts and material goods to
symbolize status. Through these interactions, Sāmoans demonstrate the resilience of the matai
system and relationships across vā. Lilomaiava-Doktor’s study highlights how all parts of ‘āiga
i’inei ma fafo remain actively involved in fa’asamoa. Family members i’inei are not merely
passive recipients of remittances. Movement of material goods are based on principles of respect,
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reciprocity and relationships. In my study, I wish to explore dialogue that occur as part of
interactions and exchange i’inei and fafo. How do relationships shape conversations on issues
and social justice across local and U.S. Sāmoan communities? How might interactions occur
within the norms and structure of Fa’asamoa?
Sāmoan representation: A sample conversation topic
United States Pacific Islander Americans, including Sāmoans, face issues of
representation—particularly in education and academia. School curriculum lacks
acknowledgement of U.S. colonial ties with the Pacific Islands. Trask (1999) writes about the
disconnect between school and her own identities:
When I went away, I understood the world as a place and a felling divided in two: one
haole (white) and the other kanaka (native). When I returned ten years later
with a Ph.D., the division was sharper, the lack of connection more painful. There was
the world that we lived in—my ancestors, my family, and my people—and then
there was the world historians described. This world, they had written, was the truth. A
primitive group, Hawaiians had been ruled by bloodthirsty priests and despotic
kings who owned all the land and kept our people in feudal subjugation. The chiefs were
cruel, the people poor.
But this was not the story my mother told me. No one had owned the land before
the haole came; everyone could fish and plant, except during sacred periods. And
the chiefs were good and loved their people. (p. 114)
Writing specifically on native Hawaiians, Trask engages with legacies of United States
colonialism that are not easily identifiable in western education. These legacies continue to affect
Pacific Islander Americans, precisely because the history was written for white Americans and
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not for Pacific Islanders. Unsettling western education requires Pacific Islander communities to
engage with and write their own histories. However, issues of invisibility and representation
remain pervasive for Pacific Islander communities in higher education. Aside from the
University of Washington, where students are advocating for a Pacific Islander Studies major,
and the University of Michigan, very few United States mainland schools offer courses that
focus on Pacific Islanders (Hall, 2015). Instead, these courses are often relegated to “Asian
American studies programs, a structural issue that contributes to the blurring both between the
fields of study and the identity categories” (Hall, 2015, 734). This is problematic because Asian
and Pacific Islanders are inherently two different groups with distinct cultures and histories. As
Pacific Islander history and culture remain invisible in mainstream discourse, so too does their
ability to assert their identities.
Communities in American Sāmoa are not excluded from issues of representation in
mainstream United States discourse. Poblete-Cross (2010) argues that despite the seeming
willingness of the United States to preserve traditional Sāmoan social structure and practices,
indigenous communities in American Sāmoa continue to be impacted by the continued presence
of the United States. Soon after the Deed of Cession was signed in 1900, written ordinances
preserved systems of land tenure and fa’asamoa. But ordinances were often left “for
interpretation and change” (Poblete-Cross, 2010, 503). In addition, the United States only began
investing in American Sāmoa economy in the 1960s (Poblete-Cross, 2010). Discourse in
American Sāmoa communities focused on land and cultural practices rather than the legacies of
United States colonialism. This does not mean the presence and influence of the United States
does not impact the lives of Sāmoans. As United States “nationals,” Sāmoans in American
Sāmoa do not have the same rights as United States citizens—namely the right to vote in federal
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elections (Department of the Interior, n.d.). In addition, American Sāmoa has a non-voting
representative in Congress (Aga, Personal Communication, 26 March 2018). Whether in the
United States or American Sāmoa, Sāmoans face different issues of representation that are
ultimately tied to ongoing legacies of United States colonialism. Issues are not limited to
representation, however. As I discovered later, local Sāmoans in American Sāmoa articulated
issues pertaining to economic opportunity and status. Diverse experiences and issues often
provide common ground for dialogue within and across Sāmoan communities.
Methodology
This study took place in April 2018 at American Sāmoa Community College (ASCC).
Activities also occurred at Tafuna Village. Using a qualitative approach over the course of three
weeks, I conducted informal talanoa (Vaioleti, 2006), and semi-structured interviews with seven
Sāmoan ASCC students and one faculty on campus. I began with the talanoa to develop
relationships with the ASCC community, and to learn about the local context. Talanoa is also the
process of learning how Samoans have respectful and appropriate conversations. I consider
talanoa to be part of an “indigenous research paradigm” that centers involvement and
relationships with indigenous communities—research is not merely transactional as has been the
western tradition. Instead, research entails a ceremony: “…everyone who is participating needs
to be ready to step beyond the everyday and to accept a raised state of consciousness” (Wilson
2008, 69). In the context of Sāmoa, research must be situated according Fa’asamoa. Knowledge
belongs not to the researcher, but to the community that participates in the research. Through my
engagement with local Samoans, I learned about ways Fa’asamoa, people, ideas and ethics are
all interconnected—an approach of understanding ways Sāmoans relate to their world.
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I conducted semi-structured interviews in English with participants on mutually agreed
times at the ASCC campus. Interviews involved approximately 16 questions that focused on
family, community issues and conversations. The interview sample included seven students and
one faculty—all whom are Sāmoan. Students attended college for at least one semester, and per
the selection criteria, all informants had at least one family member residing in the United States.
They live in a diverse range of village contexts and family structures. In accordance to the
School for International Training’s Human Subject policies and ethical research guidelines, I
informed participants their answers will be kept confidential and that they have the option not to
answer questions or to discontinue the interview. I used pseudonyms throughout this final paper,
except where the participants gave explicit written permission. Interview participants orally
agreed to the formal Informed Consent and consent to use of an audio-recording device.
The semi-structured interview format—along with broad selection criteria—allowed me
to capture and incorporate informants’ diverse perspectives on culture, experiences and social
issues. Consequently, students demonstrated various depth in their responses, because selection
did not consider background and perspectives on mobility, diaspora and social justice issues as
young Sāmoans. This inherently limits generalizations I could make about relationships between
U.S. and American Sāmoa families. Informants also cited issues that Sāmoans consider
culturally sensitive. Examples included sexual violence, harassment and economic strain that
result from family fa’alavelave (major life event, such as a wedding or funeral). Over time, I
realized I did not consider a framework for having sensitive conversations with parents and
elders. I decided not to pursue interviews with Samoans in local villages, and instead, I continued
to have conversations with students and faculty who may be more willing to help me learn how
Samoan cultural contexts shape discussions in families and communities. While interviews do
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not capture the dynamics of social interaction within specific family or village social structures,
my focus on broader Sāmoan communities highlight diversity within Fa’asamoa.
Further Ethical Considerations: Positionality and Relationships
There are two kinds of personal biases at work in this research project. First, as a Pacific
Islander who is part of Pacific Islander communities in the greater Seattle area, I hold certain
assumptions about U.S. Pacific Islanders and their relationships to issues of imperialism and
marginalization. However, my understandings about Pacific Islanders outside of my network are
inherently limited. As I research in local Sāmoan communities, I acknowledge my understanding
about Sāmoans can be complimented, extended or refuted. Second, I acknowledge the role
western education played and continue to play in my research on marginalized communities.
While western worldviews and theories provide me useful information for understanding issues
impacting marginalized communities, they nevertheless demonstrate the privileging of Westerncentric scholars in academia. Because this project is ultimately situated in a western academic
context, elements of western worldviews can appear that may inadvertently disrespect or
misrepresent marginalized communities.
As a researcher and a student, I also acknowledge research itself is a learning process. I
incorporated the talanoa methodology in my research project to facilitate conversations with my
informants and the local community about my research project. In addition, reciprocity is a key
issue in my research project. In the talanoa methodology and indigenous research paradigm,
Samoans who are part of my study expect I will engage well with the perspectives they share
through our conversations (Vaioleti, 2006; Wilson, 2008). By emphasizing the role of
relationships in my project, I take the position that research is not objective—that is, I do not
simply stand apart from my host communities. My time spent in the local American Sāmoa
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context has been invaluable to my conversations with community members on issues that impact
them. Discussions on social justice issues do not end with interviews and the final paper.
Beginning the conversation: Building relationships
Relationships matter. I began my project at American Sāmoa Community College, where
many students were familiar with who I am as a university student on the SIT Sāmoa study
abroad program. In my talanoa with students and faculty at ASCC, most were interested in what
I planned to do in American Sāmoa. As part of these talanoa, I knew to be transparent by
disclosing my Independent Study Project on social justice conversations in local and U.S.
Sāmoan communities. Throughout my initial (re)engagement with students, I received many
questions pertaining to my “nationality,” heritage and my upbringing. Many students had
relationships with my Pacific Islander community in Seattle, my hometown. Awareness of our
mutual connections facilitated development of my relationship with the local Sāmoan
community. While conversations did not initially focus on social justice issues, different talking
points allowed me to learn about Sāmoan communities and daily experiences.
One initial conversation illustrates the importance of relationships in Sāmoan
communities. I met Christine at a siapo (bark cloth) production class during my first excursion to
American Sāmoa (Personal Communication, 10 April 2018). She took interest in local pasi (bus)
after our conversation about the differences between Western Sāmoa and American Sāmoa.
After we joked about how EPA emission standards shaped American Sāmoa pasi, Christine
became interested in why I returned to American Sāmoa. I explained my research project, and
we discussed social justice in U.S. public education, the challenges Pacific Islanders face in
accessing higher education, and the western-centric curriculum. We also discussed the notion of
“research”—Christine noted how “very observant” I was during my first trip to American
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Sāmoa. She acknowledged that is not necessarily what occurs in research generally. Christine
and many others suggests that discussions need to occur respectfully.
No matter where these talanoa conversations begin, allowing Sāmoan community
members to become familiar with my research project also helped me to understand how
Sāmoans carry out day-to-day conversations. Questions of nationality, heritage and relationships
all attempt to identify and develop meaningful relationships. These talks are also based on ideas
of respect and relationships, as the talanoa often decenters topic matter (“social justice”) and
focuses towards the experiences and perspectives of local community members. As I discovered
later, Sāmoans articulated experiences that do not necessarily align with my initial
understandings of social justice and Sāmoan culture. These relationships are part of
conversations that allow me (the researcher) and community members to work towards a
common understanding of subject matter.
Social justice: Issues in Sāmoan communities
Different interpretations of social justice, issues and Sāmoan cultural norms pose
problems for discussions within and between Sāmoan communities in American Sāmoa and the
United States. As I progressed through the interviews, some informants expressed “social
justice” in terms of fairness. Ana expressed social justice as “being socialized and to justify for
what you think is right within the society or the community” (Personal Communication, 13 April
2018). Elise also framed the concept within ideas of justice: “Social justice…should be bestowed
upon those who deserve it” (Personal Communication, 18 April 2018). Other informants were
not aware of the concept. In one interview, Ida inquired about a possible conceptualization of
“social justice” in the Sāmoan language: “Do you have a Sāmoan—did you figure it out in
Sāmoan what it really means? Like, in the language—Social justice? I don’t really know what it
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means” (Personal Communication, 13 April 2018). Although this was not a possibility I
considered prior to conducting the study, I acknowledged the complexities of determining how
the Sāmoan language incorporates such conceptualization.
Many informants, however, believed Sāmoan communities continue to face issues that
impact their livelihoods. In American Sāmoa, local Sāmoans lack equitable employment
opportunities, particularly in government. Ida illustrates how the issue is problematic for many
local Sāmoans:
For all I know, our government is corrupt and it’s—you know what they say, especially
down here: “It’s not about what you know, it’s who you know.” And that’s what--that’s a
problem we’ve been facing all the time. I have friends who holds degrees and all. And
then, when they would go apply for a job they wouldn’t get it. And the person who got
the job is the person related to whoever. So yeah, that’s one of the—I think that’s an issue
for me. (Personal Communication, 13 April 2018)
Elise used the term “spoil system” to describe such employment schemes that favor family
relationships over qualifications in the hiring process. The blending of an American cash
economy with Sāmoan values of family and relationships contribute to the inequities that local
Sāmoan communities experience. Inequities that result from abuse of social structures
demonstrate that American Sāmoa too is not egalitarian.
Similarly, some informants feel family fa’alavelave are an issue alone. Informants
stressed that one of the major roles of U.S. family members is to contribute to fa’alavelave. The
scale of such events often strains U.S. Sāmoans’ financial capacity to contribute to their
activities. Ana contends, “Fa’alavelave are slowly killing [sic] most Sāmoans,
because…Sāmoans don’t ever want to be looked down at. They intentionally want to keep the

TOWARDS SOCIAL JUSTICE DIALOGUE

Elsea 16

high class or keep the look that everyone looks [sic]…Reputation is one of the important things
within all—everyone within American Sāmoa” (Personal Communication, 13 April 2018). Elise
illustrates how fa’alavelave are especially difficult for U.S. Sāmoans:
Well, I don’t think it’s right, because I know in America, it’s a very different place to live
in. Because here in American Samoa, it’s like—it’s free [land]. We don’t pay mortgage.
We don’t. The only thing we have to worry about here is just to pay the bills: the water
bills, the electricity bills and food on the table. But in America, there’s a lot of bills you
gotta [sic] pay. The electricity bill, the water bill, the car bill, the rent. You know,
everything…Plus, we don’t pay taxes, and yet, those in America—they pay taxes. So, I
don’t think it’s fair if we call our family off-island and they say that they can’t [contribute
to fa’alavelave] because they have to pay bills. And yet some of our parents get angry
and mad thinking, “oh, they don’t care about us.” But they also know that they have a life
to live too, and the struggle out there is real also, you know. Money doesn’t come free.
(Personal Communication, 18 April 2018)
Informants also expressed the presumption that access to wealth is easier in the United States;
many Sāmoans migrate to the U.S. to pursue further educational or economic opportunities.
These examples illustrate that while Sāmoans in American Sāmoa and the U.S. face similar—
sometimes interconnected—issues, the awareness and understanding of such issues between the
communities are often misaligned. Because of this, many opportunities exist for
misunderstandings and conflict across Sāmoan communities.
Informants also discussed issues of race and gender in Sāmoan communities locally and
abroad—though Sāmoans generally do not discuss these within families. Speaking strictly from
her own experiences, Jill believes Sāmoans do not discuss U.S. racism simply because racism
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has not been a big issue in American Samoa communities. “We never actually experienced
racism, so it’s never brought up as a topic here in my family. Because down here, there is no
such thing as ‘racism’” (Personal Communication, 12 April 2018). Sāmoans consider other
issues culturally sensitive and therefore do not discuss them within their families. Janet explains,
“It depends on what the conflict is…If it’s something about teen pregnancy or sexual
harassment, I think Samoan parents are very taboo with it…When it comes to the word ‘sex,’ it’s
very taboo within the Samoan community” (Personal Communication, 19 April 2018).
Informants generally demonstrated awareness of social issues that significantly impact their
lives. Complexities of Samoan social norms often present problems for discussion of social
issues even within communities. These complexities signal the need for conversations to be
carefully situated within the local Sāmoan context.
Situating Fa’asamoa in conversations
Fa’asamoa incorporates values of respect and relationship. Status and hierarchy within
local Sāmoan communities often complicate how (or whether) Sāmoans have conversations on
local and international issues. Students cite age as one difficulty towards discussions within their
families. In Jill’s village, the village matai holds meetings to discuss issues, often without
community input or involvement. Part of ‘respect’ means listening to the opinions and decisions
of the matai. Knowing oneself allows the village fono (council) to resolve many conflicts
(Personal Communication, 12 April 2018). While Sāmoans place importance on conflict
resolution, adhering to social hierarchy and relationships respectfully contributes to village
stability. Ana notes, “I respect my parents, my…younger siblings respect me, and that’s
Fa’asamoa to me. Without respect my family world be very—It would be a different story, but
yeah, it’s very strong in our family, our Fa’asamoa” (Personal Communication, 12 April 2018).
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Sāmoans are not passive recipients of village conflict resolution, however, and per Jill, often
form their own opinions informally.
For the college students, being of young age limits the expression of opinions in
discussions and conversations. Within her family, Elise illustrated how age determines how
people carry out conversations:
Here, you [as a young person] should just keep your mouth shut and let the old people
talk, do the talking…If you have something to say to your parents, you have to come in
the right way [sic]. You can just say, “Mom, dad—I have something to talk about.” And
then, you just tell them what you feel. But if they say something, and you say something
back, then you better run! (Personal Communication, 18 April 2018)
Sāmoans place great importance on respect, status and relationships, and these guide discussions
that address issues. Elise suggests that having social justice conversations as a young person in
the family is not impossible. However, developing approaches to such conversations are also
difficult given complexities of status norms within Fa’asamoa. Janet argued that if Sāmoans had
more freedom of expression—as is theoretically the case in the United States—conversations
about local and U.S. issues can happen more freely (Personal Communication, 19 April 2018).
This highlights a need to balance Sāmoan norms with the realities of contemporary issues within
Sāmoan communities.
Although informants maintain contact with family on social media, fa’alavelave are
forums for discussing issues. Fa’alavelave often bring together family members from across the
globe in American and/or Western Sāmoa. Ana views fa’alavelave as opportunities to have
discussions about economics and the importance of these events in Sāmoan culture. “Every time
there’s a fa’alavelave, that’s when I bring these [issues] up. Because I want to be more aware of
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why we’re doing it and I want to be reminded every now and then” (Personal Communication,
13 April 2018). Fauolo, Director of Sāmoan Studies at ASCC, also discussed how relationships
and protocol take priority over discussions regarding social issues. Her family considers such
discussions openly. During fa’alavelave, family members often joke informally about the issues
they hear on media. Once an event begins, everyone must follow protocol. Although fa’alavelave
are possible forums for discussing issues, Sāmoans turn their focus to the purpose of the event: “I
always say, ‘Man, can we just have a family reunion?’ But no, our reunions are always because
someone died, or someone is getting married, or someone—you know…” (Fauolo, Personal
Communication, 19 April 2018). Complexities of the occasion creates challenges for social
justice conversations with family members locally and overseas.
Discussion
Social justice conversations and discussions need to be situated according to the norms
and protocol of Fa’asamoa. Status and hierarchies remain strong within Sāmoan communities—
particularly because Sāmoans place great value on relationships and ‘aiga. Consequently, actors
within these tight social structures leverage social capital to maintain relationships (Portes,
1998). As many informants discussed, failure to acknowledge status and adhere to norms have
repercussions for stability of relationships in interactions. Relationships and social cohesion are
as great of importance as discussions to address issues. In addition, Sāmoans generally consider
the discussion of certain issues—such as sexual harassment—culturally insensitive. Fauolo
argues that differing interpretations of Fa’asamoa shape the dynamics of interactions in Sāmoan
families (Personal Communication, 19 April 2018). Other informants simply view their age that
limits expression of opinions, as a matter of respect. Respect for vā between local American
Sāmoa and U.S. Sāmoans is one factor that limits conversations about certain issues
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(Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009a). These experiences demonstrate simply a lack of framework for
engagement in social justice conversations within and across the Sāmoan communities. Such
framework should consider diverse interpretations of and draw from the norms of existing social
structures and relationships.
The importance Sāmoans place on relationships can sometimes have undesirable
consequences that impact local Sāmoan communities. Sāmoans in American Sāmoa and the
United States experience similar issues, particularly of economic opportunity. American
economic influence in part shape the lack of equitable employment opportunities for local
Sāmoans because of the value Samoans place on kin relationships that are restricted to outsiders
(Va’a, 2008; Portes, 1998). Sāmoans in American Sāmoa generally benefit from ease of
migration vis-à-vis a political relationship with the United States—but as informants discussed,
they too sometimes face lack of opportunity in the United States. Misunderstandings in the job
market may arise based on island-born Sāmoans’ status as U.S. “nationals” (Department of the
Interior, n.d.; Jack, Personal Communication, 16 April 2018). These issues impact the livelihood
of ‘āiga, as U.S. Sāmoans remain connected—and continue to contribute—to family in
American Sāmoa. However, because of their unique political relationship to the U.S., and
because Sāmoan families are no longer strictly bound to American Sāmoa, Sāmoan communities
in American Sāmoa and the United States could benefit from discussion of common issues.
Modern forms of electronic communication play a relatively minor role in relationships
and conversations between Sāmoans. Although the use of electronic communication became
overwhelmingly pervasive among Sāmoans in American Sāmoa and the U.S., family members
maintain relationships through traditional meetings and fa’alavelave. Emphasis on participation
in these activities suggests the role of Fa’asamoa and traditional social structures are greater than
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modern communication in social justice awareness and conversations among Sāmoans in local
communities. Participation in traditional activities maintain relationships and ensure access to
social capital is not compromised (Portes, 1998). This, and the lack of detailed discussions on
social media both signal the need for social justice research in American Sāmoa to focus on
interactions that happen in person. Local Sāmoans also place greater value on interactions and
active participation in relationships. For instance, knowing oneself in relation to others—as I
learned in my talanoa—helps build trust among participants in a discussion. This allows for
more detailed and in-depth conversations to occur. In the context of Fa’asamoa, the process of
participating in a discussion is just as important as the issue at hand.
U.S. Sāmoan roles in the ‘āiga remain predominantly limited to providing for family
members on-island and contributing financially to fa’alavelave. Consequently, material
exchange plays a major role in interactions between Sāmoans. These exchanges help maintain
relationships within Sāmoan ‘āiga even if some family members reside in the mainland.
Informants described opportunities for family members to exchange ideas and information
informally during special events, but these opportunities remain scarce. Nevertheless,
conversations about issues between U.S. and American Sāmoa community members contribute
to awareness of the issues both sides face. As part of a relational exchange with the local Sāmoan
community, I hope this study provides a foundation for further discussion on the issues that
affect local and U.S. Sāmoan communities. Further field studies should focus on the role of
exchange and ceremony in facilitating information sharing across Sāmoan communities.
Conclusion
Values of respect and relationships play major roles in discussions among Sāmoan
communities. Sāmoans face complex issues of economic opportunity and representation, and
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discussions of these topics are often complicated by norms and hierarchies in Sāmoan society.
Sāmoans remain implicated in Fa’asamoa—particularly within family interactions—as respect
contributes to the stability of relationships, families and access to social capital. Although local
Sāmoans use modern communication methods to stay in contact with family overseas, detailed
discussions often happen in family gatherings and fa’alavelave. Consequently, opportunities for
discussions, especially between Sāmoans in American Sāmoa and the U.S. remain limited.
Diverse interpretations of Fa’asamoa and experiences of issues faced by Sāmoans highlight the
lack of specific ways Sāmoans engage in discussions. This demonstrates a need to understand
how Fa’asamoa might be incorporated in social justice conversations.
Although informants discussed issues that affect their local communities and families,
most of our discussions and relationship development occurred outside of the village context—at
ASCC—where Sāmoans are less strictly subject to the norms and protocols of Fa’asamoa. The
complexities of status and hierarchy within local social structures highlight the need for
understanding on how certain issues—such as sexual harassment—can be discussed in Sāmoan
communities. Further, research should focus on the role of schools and churches in facilitating
social justice conversations—both in American Sāmoa and the U.S. Frameworks for social
justice conversations need to be developed alongside, and with the leadership of Sāmoan
communities, because Fa’asamoa guides the daily lives of many Sāmoans.
Conversations on social justice issues do not end with the final paper. Due to their unique
relationship to the U.S. and the role it plays facilitating migration from American Sāmoa,
Sāmoans communities could benefit from discussion of issues and experiences. For this reason, I
pose the following questions for further study: What are the norms of social justice, equity and
opportunity in American Sāmoa and the U.S.? How might local and U.S. Sāmoan communities
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work together towards social justice dialogue? How can Sāmoan values of respect and
relationships facilitate the advancement of social justice? What should be the role of researchers
in these further discussions? The relationships I developed throughout this project, and my
discussions with local Sāmoans are merely a foundation for further participatory research and
social justice dialogue in American Sāmoa.
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Glossary of Sāmoan and Pacific Terms
Note: These are organized according to the Sāmoan alphabet.
‘Aiga: Family. This often encompasses both the immediate household and extended family.
I’inei: Here.
Fa’alavelave: Major life event, such as a wedding or funeral, that takes place in ‘aiga. These
often draw together Sāmoans from around the globe to Western Sāmoa and/or American Sāmoa.
Fa’asamoa: The Sāmoan way. These are the guiding values, norms and protocols of Sāmoan
interaction.
Fafo: Outside.
Fono: The Village Council. May also be used to refer to the meetings themselves. (16)
Matai: The Sāmoan village chief(s). They are subject to the protocols of fa’amatai and usually
govern the village.
Pasi: Bus.
Siapo: Bark cloth.
Talanoa: Conversation and exchange. This also refers to a research methodology Vaioleti
(2006) developed as one tool for decolonizing Pacific Islander research.
Vā: A social space between two or more Sāmoan individuals and/or groups. Vā has various
interpretations, but generally it describes a sense of relationship that is to be respected.
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Appendix B
Interview Guides
Informal Talanoa Guide
Through my talanoa (informal, unstructured conversations) with American Sāmoans, I hope to...
•

Describe an American Sāmoan village and its contexts (population, affiliations,
relationships, etc.),

•

Learn about village structures in American Sāmoa (village council, women's committee,
schools, churches, etc.),

•

Describe long-term changes that occurred in American Sāmoa according to villagers,

•

Develop relationships and rapport with American Sāmoans,

•

Identify potential informants in my study.

Formal Interview Questions
Note: Interviews are semi-structured.
•

What is your role in your community/family, and how long did you live in American
Sāmoa? In the United States?

•

How would describe your village and its social structure?

•

Who is part of your family—immediate and extended? (Who do you consider as part of
your family?)

•

What were reasons family members moved to the United States?

•

How would you describe your relationship with U.S. family members?

•

What roles do family members in the U.S. play?

•

What issues do you believe Sāmoan communities face in American Sāmoa?

•

What difficulties do you believe Sāmoan communities face living in the United States?
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•

How do you think these issues impact you?

•

How do you think these issues impact your family/community?

•

How often do you have conversations with family/community members about issues
Sāmoan communities face?

•

What role does fa’asamoa play in your conversations with family/Sāmoan community
members (about anything)?

•

When you hear the term “social justice,” what does it mean to you?

•

How should Sāmoan communities engage in conversations about social justice issues?
(Should they?)

