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The Digital Vā 
Negotiating Socio-spatial Relations in Cyberspace, Place and Time 

 

Abstract  
 

The shared life philosophy of the Vā has been presented in scholarly writing as social, 

spiritual relations in Samoan and Tongan culture (Mahina, 2002; Amituanai-Toloa, 2006; 

Thaman, 2006; Tamasese, 2007; Ka’ili, 2008; Tuagalu, 2008; Anae, 2010). The Vā, 

defined as relational spaces or space-between, is theorised as a philosophy underpinning 

identity formation and providing rules of social engagement. It guides the reinforcement 

and strengthening of relationships within the self and with others in community, the 

environment and the wider world. Traditionally, the multiple complexities of the various 

aspects of the Vā played out solely as abstract spaces in real time and place. This chapter 

explores the notion of the digital Vā in the context of cyberspace, place and time. Using 

Facebook as an example of the use of social media by Pacific communities, it is premised 

on the question, are we digitising the Vā? A family intergenerational case study is used as 

an exploratory entry point to demonstrate shifting boundaries of acceptability of the kinds 

of familial exchanges that take place in social media. Drawing on the theoretical lens of 

values theory, these reflections pose key questions for Pacific youth, for whom e-culture 

and cyber-identity form a critical component of their sense of being and doing. It is 

argued that these new ways of being pose serious implications for culture change as they 

begin to play out in real time, ultimately transforming their sense of self and the 

relationships these young people eventually forge, develop and maintain.  

 
Introduction: Being and Knowing the World 
 

Numerous Pacific scholars have discussed various components of indigenous 

epistemologies, worldviews and cultural philosophies that emanate from Pacific Indigenous 

Knowledge Systems (PIKS). They share a collective view that Pacific peoples in general, 

and specific to their respective communities, have distinct ways of knowing and 

knowledge that inform cultural identity, cultural memory and cultural practice (see, for 

example, the works of Thaman, 1980s to date; Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999; Gegeo, 2001; 

Meyer, 2001; Teaero, 2002; Nabobo, 2006). The Hawaiian scholar Manulani Meyer 

(2001) summarises the challenges of being indigenous in the 21
st
 century: 

 
How one knows, indeed, what one prioritizes with regard to this knowing, ends 

up being the stuffing of identity, the truth that links us to our distant cosmologies, 

and the essence of who we are as Oceanic people. It is a discussion of place and 

genealogy. It is a way to navigate the shores of what is worth knowing and it is 

particularly important as we enter the new millennium where information will no 

longer be synonymous with knowledge, but rather how that information helps us 

to maintain our sense of community in the daily chaos of access and information 

overload (125). 



  

This chapter uses a values theory approach to explore the ways by which engagement 

in social media presents a new wave of globalisation challenging cultural ways of being 

and doing, and ultimately transforming the identities of young Pacific people. It 

postulates that real-time conceptions of space, place and time, three main constructs 

which shape a sense of being and identity, are now being challenged by cyberspace, 

online places and times. Using the Samoan and Tongan cultural life-philosophy of the Vā, 

the chapter explores ways in which young people are negotiating new identities and the 

potential for this to change real-time identities and relationships within the family unit.   

 

Values Theory 

 

Values theory is inherently linked to axiology, that branch of philosophy interested in the 

nature of values and value judgments critical to understanding epistemology, our 

knowledge of the world, our conceptions of knowledge, and our engagement with both 

that body of knowledge and the ways by which we apply its values to negotiate our place 

in the world. While values are inevitably embedded within other theoretical frameworks, 

using a values theory approach allows for focused attention on those values that come 

into play in particular contexts and in reference to specific phenomena, in this case social 

media and digital space, place and time.  

The significance of values, ethics and morals on judgment, agency and decision-

making has interested a number of scholars for some time. Aristotle, for example, was 

interested in the role of education in shaping moral virtues and the development of a 

good, virtuous and happy life. Talcott Parson’s notion of social perspectives focused on 

how values and beliefs are core to understanding and explaining behavior (Seidman, 

2008); Kant focused on the link between morality and ethics and logical reasoning 

(Reath, 2003); and Nietzsche focused on value judgments and relationships of power 

(Nietzsche, 1887).  

The fact that values are constantly negotiated in daily engagements provides the basis 

for a values theory approach. It offers an entry point into methodological and theoretical 

discussions in research (Davidov, Schmidt, & Schwartz, 2012), providing a window through 

which we may begin to critique the intrinsic purpose or reasoning behind human 

behavior. Schwartz (2006) offers a useful summary of the nature of values which helps to 

frame this entry point. He posits the following six features:  

 

(1) Values are beliefs;  

(2) Values refer to desirable goals;  

(3) Values transcend specific actions and situations;  

(4) Values are standards or criteria;  

(5) Values are ordered by importance; and 

(6) The relative importance of multiple values guides action. 

 

He further argues that 10 basic self-direction values appear to be consistent across 

cultural samples: self-direction, stimulation, hedonism, achievement, power, security, 

conformity, tradition, benevolence and universalism. Spirituality is proposed as an 

eleventh value on the basis of the proposition that finding meaning may be considered a 

basic human need, but it is not included because spirituality ‘is not a value that has a 

consistent broad meaning across cultures’ (9). 

The internet challenges existing belief systems about the world system and reality, 

revealing a new ontological position on what is real and true, and on the human position 



in this new reality. Likewise, it presents new epistemological framings comprising new 

knowledge systems, what it means to know and to be a knower, and what comprises 

worthwhile knowledge. It is in this context that the human conception of society and 

sociological imagination begins to unfold in cyberspace, place and time. Social media 

provides a useful platform from which to explore this new system, and the beliefs and 

values that are perpetuated and are sometimes in conflict with indigenous values and 

ways of negotiating the relational self in familial and community engagement. An 

example is the cultural rules of respectful and appropriate relationships between young 

people and older generations, male-female relationships, as well as ideas about self-

respect. 

 

Place, Space and Time 
 

Place is understood as an imposed criterion that sets out clear boundaries of ‘here’ and 

‘there’. How we come to know a place is determined by our sense of connectedness or 

disconnectedness to that place, whether physical or symbolic. Place may be delineated 

into tangible and intangible sites or locations. As a physical site or geographical location, 

we refer to ‘known’ territory and are able to express how we have come to know that 

place. This brings to the discussion ‘place as land’ and the understanding of cultural 

spirituality that highlights the connectedness between people and place (as land) in the 

shared reference of Vanua (Fiji), Fanua (Samoa), Fenua (NZ Maori, Cook Islands), Fonua 

(Tonga) and Te Aba (Kiribati). Land as ‘place of birth’ is seen as mother, womb, placenta 

and identity (Rakuita & Huffer, 2005), and as an extension of both the land and the 

people (Teaero, 2006).  

Intangible place refers to social constructs/worldview and includes all those cultural 

markers or boundaries that delineate cultural status, relationships, and the basic rules for 

meaningful engagement. It leads to a deeper comprehension of place, through an 

understanding of rights, responsibilities and relationships (Koya-Vaka’uta & Alo, 2011). 

In this context, a sense of belonging to and being of a place is critical to identity, as 

‘knowing oneself means knowing one’s genealogy, and knowing one’s genealogy is 

knowing one’s place in society’ (Sauni, 2011, 59). 

Space is more difficult to describe in that it is intricately related to notions of place. 

As Kanahele (1986) explains, ‘Place is delimited space … hence where “I” am is the only 

real space a person knows’ (176). If space is understood to mean the distance between 

two or more things, its conception becomes a little clearer. Space exists between and 

within places, and in the relationships that define connectivity.  

Known space entails both physical space as well as intangible imagery boundaries 

(also referred to as cognitive or relational space), and exists in cosmological 

understandings of status, roles, responsibilities and rights in direct correlation to place – 

both tangible and intangible. Relational (cognitive) space is defined and measured in 

terms of the nature and degree of people’s values, feelings, beliefs and perceptions about 

locations, districts and regions. Thus relational space is consciously or unconsciously 

embedded in our intentions and actions (Knox & Marston, 2004). Known space refers to 

spaces within, between and outside places, people and communities, and between the 

physical and metaphysical dimensions of the known and unknown universe. It therefore 

determines the negotiating or situating of self (individual or collective) within a set 

known space. ‘Otunuku (2011), for example, highlights the importance in Tongan cultural 

contexts of ‘… locating one’s identity in space and in relationships, or establishing one’s 

social standing by organising and connecting their socio-spatial worlds’ (48).   



These dual notions of place and space are understood in cultural epistemological time. 

This means that cultures as dynamic and transitional exist only in the cultural memory 

and practice of the cultural community, which continuously creates, transmits and 

negotiates knowledge of place, knowers of place, and notions of what can be, what is 

worthwhile, and what is knowable about place across a socio-cultural space-time 

continuum. In this conceptualisation, time is the determining factor of cultural knowing 

and being. Ideas about ‘this place’ and ‘that place’ are temporal notions dictated by our 

human understandings of indicators of ‘past’, ‘current’ or ‘future’ time (Koya-Vaka’uta & 

Alo, 2011). The triad of place, space and time, therefore, is integral to a deeper 

understanding of context, community and individual motives, beliefs, attitudes, 

behaviours and practices.  

In Samoan and Tongan IKS, the notion of Vā is loosely taken to mean sacred or 

relational space (Ka’ili, 2008; Anae, 2010; Sauni, 2011), which determines the way 

individuals or groups relate with one another and the wider world and informs 

communication, rules of engagement and connections (Tuagalu, 2008; Sauni, 2011). The 

Vā may be seen as comprising four primary dimensions: physical, social, intellectual and 

symbolic (Mahina, 2002), all of which inform the cultural practice of developing, 

maintaining and sustaining relationships. The idea of nurturing or developing Vā 

(relational space) is referred to as Tausi le Vā (Samoa) and Tauhi Vā (Tonga) –  a means 

by which to reaffirm relationship and, in so doing, to maintain a sense of place, space and 

connectedness (Mafile’o, 2008; Anae, 2010; Mila-Schaaf, 2005; Amituanai-Toloa, 2006; 

Thaman, 2006; Tamasese, 2007). Socio-cultural roles and responsibilities are further 

informed by the Vā, and the closer a connection is deemed to be, the greater the 

expectation and obligation.  

The notion of sacred spaces – Vā Tapuia (Samoa) and Veitapui (Tonga) – points to a 

life philosophy of living in harmony and balance. It provides an entry point into ideas 

about identity (being, becoming and belonging) as well as place and space (knowing and 

learning) (Koya-Vaka’uta, 2013). This life philosophy is all-encompassing, imbued with 

a sense of spiritual connectedness. It begins with a spiritual self in relationship with the 

divine, the ancestors and family, the wider community and the natural environment 

(Tamasese, 2007; Mahina, 2011). 

In both Polynesian cultural sites, gendered relational spaces are critical to maintaining 

respectful relational spaces within families and the wider community. The gendered space 

through Veitapui/Vā Tapuia lends itself to the notion of Fahu (Tonga) and Feagaiga 

(Samoa) (Betham, 2008; Sauni, 2011), which refers to a sacred covenant between brother 

and sister. This gendered relational space is governed by taboos (tapu), boundaries (tuaoi) 

and rights (Betham, 2008; Vaa, 2009). The rules of engagement, therefore, in both 

personal social spaces and wider socio-cultural and political spheres, and indeed in ritual, 

are carefully negotiated to ensure that respectful and appropriate relational harmony is 

maintained. These relationships are further governed by cultural notions of sacred 

covenants and tapu (taboo/restrictions) (Tamasese, 2007; Sauni, 2011), where ‘… acceptable 

social behavior and learning to use appropriate language is necessary for establishing and 

re-establishing successful relationships within your family and extended families’ (Sauni 

2011, 60).    

 
Negotiating Relationships in Cyber-Space, Place and Time 

 

The digitisation of human societies has led to the emergence of an e-culture. The digital 

explosion made possible through the internet has seen increasing usage of the prefix ‘e-’ 

to differentiate between digital spaces and places of being and engagement and real-time 



physical space and place-based human interactions. Examples include e-business, e-

learning and e-banking. In this same vein of demarcating digital space from real-time 

physical space, the term e-culture has also become popularised. However, there have been 

few attempts to provide a working definition of the concept. Schwarz (2006) writes, 

 
Today, e-culture appears as an established phrase. With a wink towards such 

words as “e-commerce” and “e-learning”, the idea of “e-culture” signaled a new 

period, a new phase, where developments in arts and culture are given their 

place in the digital domain. Above all, the idea of “e-culture” gave voice to the 

observation that since the mid-1990s something significantly new and different 

had been happening (2). 

  

For many internet users who regularly e-mail, chat, skype, blog, Facebook, snapchat and 

tweet, in so doing becoming members of the e-community or cyber-village, there appears 

to be an unknowing acceptance of cyberspace as a new ‘place’ of being ‘…which 

somehow parallels the lived material spaces of human territoriality’ (Graham, 1998, 167).  

Worthy of note is that as early as the 1990s, numerous scholars began exploring 

cyberspace as place (cf. Graham, 1998; Hunter, 2003; Steger, 2009; Hallett & Barber, 

2014). They individually and collectively discuss ‘metaphors’ for intangible ‘sites’ and 

‘places’ within the digital space, exploring concepts of ‘public’ and ‘private’ space and 

place as an intangible site of knowing and being. These cyber sites have been designed 

‘… to evoke a sense of place… We “visit” a web “site” by typing in its “Uniform 

Resource Locator.” We “surf” the web. We “enter” chat “rooms”’ (Olson, n.d, 1). 

Graham (1998) articulates the need to critique, deconstruct and reconstruct notions of 

space and place at personal and global levels, noting the lack of ‘… a thorough and 

critical consideration of space and place, and how new information technologies relate to, 

and are embedded in them, reflections on cyberspace and the economic, social and 

cultural dynamics of the shift to growing “telemediation”’ (167).  

It is interesting that there appears to be an absence of Pacific island literature on the 

critiquing of cyberspace and place from an indigenous perspective, in online repositories. 

The only research-based study found was that of Fijians in Brisbane, Australia, in which 

the authors (Patrick, Rakuita, & Koster, 2005) examined the context of ‘national and 

cultural identity’ and the role of the internet and new ICT (Information Communications 

Technology) media in the reconstruction of those identities (13). Their findings indicate 

that the physical Brisbane Fijian community provided a tangible site in which to situate 

‘this’ real-place location (Brisbane) as connected to ‘that’ place of origin (Fiji). Members 

of the Brisbane Fijian community in their teens and through the 20s and 30s age 

categories were seen to be more internet active than the older generation (2005, 31). ICT 

was viewed by ‘many young Fijians’ as 

  
… an important “way of staying connected,” a useful source of information and 

knowledge that contributes to the sustenance of their identification as Fijian. It is 

in the context of such conventionally limited resources of identity construction 

for young Fijians that ICTs and especially Internet play an important role (32).  

 

ICT use in that community fell into two main categories: (1) basic communication, particularly 

through e-mail between Fiji and Australia; and (2) use of the internet as a source of 

information and access to cultural knowledge. Preferred sites identified here included Fiji 

Times online, Fiji Live, and other general sites.  

While other studies on the impact of social media and indigenous youth engagement 

have been conducted in Australia and New Zealand, these appear to focus on specific 



issues beyond the scope of this discussion, such as a means by which to reinforce 

indigeneity (Carlson, 2013); participation in non-formal community-based media 

projects; indigenous university students’ use of Facebook; youth engagement in new 

media technologies and the implications for cultural practice; social media as a tool for 

protest and activism; male perceptions of media use; use of Twitter; health programmes; 

cyber racism and policy; literacy and numeracy (Rice, Haynes, Royce, & Thompson, 

2016); and representations of the drinking habits of young people (O’Carroll, 2013). 

An earlier reference of particular significance to this study is found in Wendt (1996), 

who emphasises the transient nature of cultural contexts through which ‘meanings change 

as the relationships and contexts change’ (18). This, he explains, leads to changes in the 

manner and means by which we ‘nurture, care and cherish the vā’ (as cited in Sauni, 

2011, 59). It is in this transition that this discussion is situated.  

 
The Paradox of Nurturing e-Relationships 

 

Tausi le Vā (Samoa) and Tauhi Vā (Tonga) carry with them beliefs and attitudes towards 

the cultural values of compassion, respect, reciprocity, restrained behavior, service, love, 

humility, wisdom, patience and unity. These values imbue the manner in which relationships 

play out in the socio-cultural context. It is significant in the Samoan and Tongan cultural 

space-time continuum that cultural relationships which were once solely nurtured and 

maintained in ‘physical geographical place and real time’ are now enabled through 

‘cyberspace’ in cyber-place and cyber-time. New ICT media offers previously undreamed 

of opportunities for the nurturing and maintenance of the Vā, particularly for those 

temporarily or permanently dislocated from physical place (land). This includes diasporic 

communities comprising migrants, workers and students. It also presents opportunities for 

connectivity within a cultural community, bridging gaps and forming relationships which 

may otherwise not take place in real place and time.   

Social media sites such as Bebo and Hi-5 quickly established cyber places as sites 

within which to meet, share and chat with new friends and family, and to reconnect. 

These social media platforms, which gained some popularity in the early to mid-2000s, 

soon gave way to the more sophisticated and user-friendly networks provided by 

Facebook, Myspace, Twitter and Snapchat. It is interesting to note that while most 

subscribers to these social networks are individuals, increasingly business organisations, 

non-governmental and civil society organisations and educational institutions are 

discovering the unlimited potential outreach of ‘networking’ via these media.  

As a means by which to nurture the Vā (Tauhi Vā, Tonga; Tausi le Vā, Samoa), social 

media enables families to connect through the establishment of private or public 

communities. Family pages on Bebo shifted to online blogging on WordPress and the 

creation of family trees on Facebook. Chat functions on e-mail and Facebook also provide 

an opportunity to ‘talk’ in cyberspace and place and, paradoxically, to talk in cyberspace, 

place and real time if both persons and/or a group happen to be online at the same time. 

More recently, the call and video call functions in Facebook Messenger also provide this 

option. The dynamics of relationships and how these are nurtured are also changing, but 

the negotiation is not specific to Pacific contexts or indigenous contexts. Golder, 

Wilkinson, & Huberman (2007) discuss e-friendships and the ways by which young 

people – college students in particular – maintain their Facebook friends by actively 

engaging with those of perceived greater importance and, to a lesser degree, with those 

deemed less important. 

 



A Pacific Islander Experience of the Family Network on Facebook 
 

A four-year review of kinship in my family provides some interesting findings. In 2012 

the e-family consisted of 76 individuals connected on Facebook, comprising 14 maternal 

first cousins (aged between 37 and 53); 18 nieces/nephews (aged between 15 and 35); and 

eight spouses, bringing the group to a total of 40 people in the immediate family network, 

and 36 additional extended family members. By 2015, four years and 138 family 

connections later, multi-layered relationships had emerged, with 90 known familial 

relations and 48 unclear. They included two aunts and two uncles (aged between 55 and 

73); 53 cousins, 18 of whom are first cousins (12 maternal, six paternal), 25 nieces and 

nephews, two sisters-in-law, one brother, husband, twin daughters, and a grandniece 

(aged five). In April of 2016, at the time of writing, the number had increased further to 

163, with additional cousins and their spouses.   

The family geographic has expanded to include Australia, Cook Islands, Fiji, Hong 

Kong, Samoa, Tonga, New Caledonia, New Zealand, the UK and the USA. The activity 

and level of engagement with family has intensified across the age groups as more digital 

immigrant members become confident in their use of technology. The use of Skype is 

also more commonplace and in some ways has replaced the chat function, with mobile 

texting as a distant second means of communication. Facebook Messenger’s call function 

also provides a convenient means of communication.  

Gone are the beloved greeting cards once hand-delivered by a mailman. Instead, 

birthday and anniversary notices are posted online on individual walls and shared 

publicly. While Money Gram and Western Union or direct TT (telegraphic transfer) are 

used to send alofa (gifts) for weddings and funerals, sometimes the sense of privacy and 

familial space is questionable, with the posting of images of loved ones in caskets, or 

hospital pictures of a dying family member. While some find this disrespectful, others say 

it is a way of sharing the experience.  

This e-family, like many others, shares a variety of notices including funerals, 

weddings, births, graduations and family reunions, as well as a range of additional 

information, from illnesses and travel to daily general activities. For the most part, there 

is a burden of insight into the daily drudgery, day in and day out, which may include 

random pictures of breakfast, the new boyfriend, Bible verses, and fundamentalist memes 

urging the viewer to click ‘like’ or type ‘Amen’ if you love Jesus, and ‘ignore’ if you love 

Satan. Other common insights include photos of nightclub scenes, a barrage of daily 

selfies and endless memes, as well as invitations to Candy Crush, Cookie Jam or Bubble 

Witch, and other Facebook games. And then there are birthday notices and wall postings 

of friends of friends that many individuals may have no interest in following, and group 

and individual notifications that someone has posted in a group. A close examination of 

how family members choose to attend to these socio-spatial relations makes it apparent 

that many have been reduced to ‘liking’ or posting a one-liner comment, usually inclusive 

of emoticons and hashtags. 

On one extreme, there is a 73-year-old aunt, my mother’s sister, who averages a 

Facebook visit at least twice a month. She shares pictures with her children, 

grandchildren and great-granddaughter, and rarely posts a status update. Her most 

frequent online activity is to share other family members’ updates, posts and albums. 

Despite this activity and the fact that she loves to skype, she has not yet learned to upload 

a profile picture since joining Facebook in 2012. On the other extreme, a grandniece aged 

five is already quite adept at mobile, laptop and tablet use. Already a digital native, she 

has a private Facebook profile, courtesy of her mother. Miss 5 cannot read, let alone log 

into Facebook. Her mother uses this page to share recipes, cartoon clips, animal videos 



and the like, even though she knows her child will not see all of this for a long time to 

come. While it is a private page, the idea behind communicating with your child in 

cyberspace is an interesting one, particularly when that child will possibly gain access to 

these posts a decade or so later.  

In the physical world, I have positive real-place relationships with twenty of these 

family members, who reside either in Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, New Zealand or Australia, and 

I have only met about half of the total group, if not less. While many see the Facebook 

page as a ‘personal space’, it is still very much a public space, and if an individual does 

not manage his or her privacy settings of posts or photos, it may be likened to parading 

your every move to the entire village and thereby opening yourself up for public scrutiny. 

In this context, a young woman who has a selfie addiction may be labeled as vain. The 

young man who shares this condition might be thought of as being effeminate. If there are 

too many club scenes, tongues are wagging in the real world. If a woman has changed her 

profile picture to feature yet another young man, questions are posed as to whether or not 

he is the new boyfriend. These are commonplace in the real offline world as well, but 

there is another aspect here that is particularly daunting. Nightclub scenes, sharing of 

news stories, and images or videos such as Kim Kardashian’s new behind, Miley Cyrus’ 

gyrating semi-nude parades, Nikki Minaj’s booty dance and the like, coupled with lewd 

language and tagging such as ‘#in your face b___’, or ‘#lmao #f___ this shit’, which may 

cause a stir in real offline time, appear to be a non-issue online. These are viewed in 

silence, suggesting that the lines of respectful engagement have become blurred.  

The issue of sacred relationships between my older brother and my younger self, for 

instance, has always been very clear. We learned about feagaiga, a gendered respectful 

space between brother and sister, and there were specific rules about what we could and 

could not do as siblings. I was, for instance, forbidden from playing in the yard with his 

friends. Watching television or movies together was frowned on, with the exception of 

religious films, the news, or vetted family-oriented films. If there was as much as a 

kissing scene or the hint at sexual innuendo, my younger female self would immediately 

pretend to fall asleep. He, the older male sibling, on the other hand, would stretch and 

say, ‘It’s time for tea.’ Now, well into our forties, we continue to play out this familiar 

role play, knowing full well that the other is aware of each action and reaction but 

continuing to behave in this manner to maintain our sense of respectful relations. On 

Facebook these lines are blurred, and everyone, across the generations, is exposed to the 

same information that is too often sex-driven commercial propaganda, regardless of 

whether the individual is a mother, a father, a sister, a daughter or brother. And so each 

person tries to manage as best they can to negotiate this space by pretending that they did 

not see something that may be considered offensive. 

My husband, who is Tongan, has an equally large e-family community on Facebook. 

Occasionally, female cousins and in-laws feud, as they do in real time and place, resulting 

in insults and slurs online. When this happens, he and other male family members 

disengage and wait for the conflict to blow over before beginning to re-engage as if 

nothing had happened. In an attempt to maintain respectful relations online, his usual 

activity on Facebook is simply to view what others are doing and, if necessary, send a 

private message. He rarely comments, even if tagged in immediate family posts or 

photographs, and does not ‘like’ anything, instead starting up a conversation about it over 

a cup of tea in the real world.  

If we consider the cultural foundations of space, place and time, and the notion of 

sacred spaces, it is evident that the digital Vā is quite distinct from offline space, place 

and real-time Vā. It is also apparent that our attempts to Tauhi Vā/Tausi le Vā are being 

transformed in both subtle and not-so-subtle ways. 



 

Negotiating New Indigenous Spaces to ‘Be’ and ‘Become’ 
 

The renegotiation of acceptable boundaries and what comprises the ‘new normal’ is 

dictated by governing rules of engagement in the new media. What does it mean when 

first generation members are silent? Nabobo’s (2006) taxonomy of silence in the Fijian i-

Taukei context of Vugalei resonates with the other Pacific conceptions of silence. The 

question remains, is this silence an ‘acceptance’ of the new terms of online family 

engagement, or is it silent disapproval? And because cultural practice is affirmed through 

positive and negative reinforcement in real-place and real-time villages and cultural 

communities, can we safely assume that all young people have the opportunity to learn 

about and understand the multiple levels of silence? Do we really understand how they 

will learn and come to know of it?  

It is evident that the potential for two rules of engagement is problematic and has the 

potential to become blurred in real-time socio-cultural settings, with further implications 

for cultural practice, memory, identity, change and loss. This is a complexity that cannot 

be ignored, and which presents a real need for better understanding, research and 

education. Pacific researchers, educators and the wider community must begin to 

interrogate these new dynamics of human interaction from indigenous perspectives as 

well as from the agendas and underlying values of the cultures from which these 

technologies come. 

One thing is certain: this is a threshold, a liminal space, a space that is between other 

spaces. Just as an adolescent exists in a liminal space – not quite a child but not yet adult 

– we too exist and are negotiating who we are, our identity, and who we want to be, both 

individually and collectively – culturally. As a liminal space, it is marked by a push-pull 

tension where we find that our values, attitudes, beliefs and behaviours come into 

conflict, resulting in uncertainty.  

The digital Vā exists in the liminal space between the techno-age of information 

overload and the traditional cultural spaces that privilege knowledge. Young people today 

have access to a lot of information, but how much knowledge will they actually 

accumulate? How much collective cultural memory/capital do we really ‘know’? Or are 

we destined to cumulatively simply ‘know about’ many things? The digital Vā exists in 

this new space/place/time continuum that pulls towards individualism and away from 

collectivism; from environmental connectedness to consumerism. It shifts the human 

story from a place of life-story narratives and genealogies shared in real time and place, 

and the eloquence of the depth of linguistic practice and understanding in vibrant cultural 

communities, to that of text language, monitoring the number of ‘likes’, internet slang and 

hashtags. Another important question that we might ask is: What are the implications of 

‘text language’ for our languages which preserve cultural identity and consciousness?  

At the crux of the conversation remains the core issue of values and the relational self. 

As global influences continue to change Pacific island communities through increased 

technology and communication, subtle changes are occurring in the personal and 

communal psyche, values platforms and sets of beliefs about ways of being, doing and 

engaging in the world. Over time, these changes in values and beliefs about what it means 

to be a young woman, a young man, a sister, a brother, a father or mother, and the kinds 

of relationships we cultivate and nurture, will also inevitably change in dynamic. While 

cultural change and loss take place naturally over time, the pace at which digital 

technologies are becoming accessible and embraced in education and in daily life cannot 

be ignored. Mobile phone technologies and applications with immediate internet access 

and social media mean that young people have at their disposal a new social teaching and 



learning tool, which if not balanced with real-time cultural and family teaching and 

learning will inevitably shape the development of their minds, beliefs systems and set of 

values that they will use to embody the new Pacific relational self in coming generations.  

 

Concluding Remarks: Where to from Here? 
 

The final analysis is one of internal reflection about the significance of being and 

knowing and the importance of culture in ensuring that we live long and full lives in real 

time and place communities. It is desirable that Pacific children continue to blossom in 

the knowledge that they are connected to the wider cosmos, the ancestors and the natural 

environment. As Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Taisi Efi (2005) reminds us, 

 
The challenge … is therefore to look carefully at what we have before we dismiss 

it, to search for meaning and substance within ourselves before going abroad, and 

to watch for the clutters of life that can unnecessarily impede our focus on what 

really matters. What matters in the pursuit of indigenous Pacific knowledges is 

that it survives – and survives because it gives us meaning and belonging. 

Everything else is clutter (68). 

 

If social engagement online is changing and will continue to change the cognitive and 

psychological development of young people, forming a core part of their sense of self and 

identity that inevitably plays out in the real world, there is a learning gap that needs to be 

addressed. These young people will shape the future cultural communities in real place 

and time in the years to come. It will be their social imaginings that make the future, and 

the question that educators will need to ask is ‘what can be done to prepare young people 

for the reality of life in real physical place, space and time?’  

If what we seek is cultural resilience, education must take responsibility for the 

holistic development of young people. There is a need to conduct further research in this 

broad line of inquiry, as many 21
st
 century Pacific people live out their daily lives 

distanced from the cultural homeland and the cultural rituals, narratives, myths and 

legends and ways of being and doing. What future Pacific identities and societies can we 

hope to shape in these slippery, ever shifting landscapes? 

In the end, one thing is clear: my twenty-year-old daughters and Miss 5, like other 

young Pacific islanders, are growing up, through no fault of their own, more global 

citizens than engaged participatory actors in their local cultural community. It will only 

be by disconnecting from the online and purposefully engaging in real-time relationships 

and communities that they, like their peers, may learn to see the value-laden juxtaposition 

between cultural and cyber realties. Ultimately, we can only hope that families and 

communities continue to connect in real time in ways that will ensure cultural continuity 

and a sense of purpose, driven by indigenous ways of being.  

 

Post-script  

This is a different kind of Vā 
 

Like Keyboard warriors surfing the net  

We are a generation of words captured in text and image  

With keyboards for surfboards 

We navigate and claim our place  

With Hashtags and likes 

Emoticons and memes 



 

We are the keyboard warriors 

Birthed from the fiery wombs of the sisters  

Of Pele, Nafanua and Hikuleo 
 

Our fathers navigated the vast expanse of ocean 

They surfed the mighty waves which now call to reclaim us 
 

We are internet activists 

Declaring our indignation at the atrocities of West Papua 

Down with Dutton, we say 

Save Popua historical and cultural sites in Tonga 

Down with Nike for cultural appropriation  

And btw why is Disney’s Moana a cut-and-paste 

Like like like 

Where is the dislike button? we roar 
 

No magic hook for this generation  

We are keyboard warriors! 
 

And so, we measure the density of Vā 

We calculate  

Its depth and breadth, width and height  

And we estimate  

The standard deviation of our children’s learning  

To become human 

In school rooms  

And chat rooms 

And oooh mental note to share this because it is ‘about’ the Pacific  

But do we know what it all means?  

And will we act beyond the page? 
 

This is a different kind of Vā 
 

(1angry native on the Density of Vā, Part 3, Koya, 2015
1
) 
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