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The concepts of mana and tapu were elaborated in diverse forms  
to show reverence for effective power in action and corresponding 
prohibitions or taboos to safeguard it. Mana is central to the 
Polynesian worldview and connects humans to the gods through  
the hierarchy of the cosmos.6 

Simply put, “in its widest sense, mana means efficacy of divine origin, 
an ability to bring about effect which goes beyond human agency 
[while] tapu [is] ‘marked, contained, restricted or set apart,’ [which] 
could [also] be translated as ‘holy’ or ‘sacred.’”7 For indigenous com
munities, anything which is believed to contain mana (spiritual energy 
and power) is considered tapu (sacred) and thereby requiring a parti
cular set of codes of respectful conduct or appropriate behaviors. 
These rules of engagement, when adhered to, are believed to ultimately 
protect the mana, as well as the individual or the wider community.8 

Relationality
Relationships are at the core of the indigenous worldview. Culturally, 
human existence or a life worth living is given meaning through 
relationships which begin with the self in relation to family and 
community, the ancestors, the environment and the God(s).9 In 
contemporary times, while much of this remains the same, the nature 
of these relationships is determined by the degree to which we espouse 
a modern lifestyle and introduce religious beliefs. Previous relation
ships with the God(s) have been replaced with beliefs and under
standings of the divine. 

In Samoan and Tongan indigenous belief systems, relationships are 
considered sacred spaces. The vā refers to these sacred or relational 
spaces.10 Understanding the vā in different contexts provides direction 
for appropriate engagement, including how we communicate and 
demonstrate respect.11 The language used is itself telling of the mana 
and tapu that resides within such relationality. For example, the words 
used for sacred relational spaces in Samoa are vā tapuia and in Tonga 
and Fiji, veitapui. This was evident in a 2005 Tongabased study, 
which investigated Pacific understandings of sustainable lifestyles  
and livelihoods. Results of that study showed that people measured 
poverty not in monetary terms but in terms of relationships. A person 
was considered poor or impoverished if she or he did not have good 
relationships with others. In this context, a life worth living is a life 
that is imbued with strong relationships. 

Tapu: Is Anything Sacred Anymore?
Cresantia Frances Koya Vaka’uta

Introduction to Space & Place
I acknowledge the people of this land, who may have been forgotten  
in some of our conversations. Here, I offer a few reflections from 
Oceania in the hope that through this dialogue we might better 
understand our diversity and the beauty of the world in which we live. 
As a researcher and teacher, I am of the view that it is only through  
a spirit of open dialogue or talanoa that we might begin to unravel 
what it means to be and belong in context so that we might engage 
more meaningfully with each other and with the ideas and perspec
tives that we each bring to the discussion. I discuss the notion of 
sacred spaces in the context of contemporary Oceania, and its 
implication for research and community engagement. This text pays 
particular attention to mana, tabu/tapu, and relationality with the 
intention of stimulating thinking about expeditions as research 
endeavors, as knowledge creation with the artist as researcher and 
ethnographer, as well as creative producer. 

The Sacred 
Early documentation about the lives of indigenous peoples in Oceania 
include some discussion on the concept of tabu/tapu. The reason of 
course being a general sense of curiosity about the exotic and attempts 
to understand the underpinning belief systems of what many saw as 
“primitive” or “heathen” beings. To unpack the concept of tapu is an 
undertaking in spirituality. As we all know, “the continuity of cultural 
traditions was eroded or broken during the 1800s and early 1900s 
through the actions of missionaries, traders and colonial authorities”1 
and “[r]ituals and artwork directly connected with preChristian 
religion … [were] among the first to go, followed by the banning of 
practices that were seen as ‘evil’ or ‘unholy.’”2 While tabu/tapu is 
translated as “sacred,” it is difficult to fully understand its significance 
unless we also consider the related notion of mana (spiritual forces, 
spiritual energy, or spiritual power). Mana and tapu provide a critical 
insight into the Polynesian worldview.3

Translation into English is a challenge further complicated by the 
fragmentation of cultural understandings resulting from contact and 
Christianization, which has led to inevitable changes to the meanings 
and use of ideas and terms over time.4 There is consensus, however, 
that spiritual agency is premised on the understanding that mana is 
protected by tapu.5 Albert C. Moore explains: 
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generations to come. The earth is not a commodity to be stripped 
bare. It is Mother. It nurtures and is likened to the womb. The 
amniotic sac. The placenta. The umbilical cord. It is symbolic 
because we are born emerging from what we call vanua/fenua/fonua 
(the earth) and the afterbirth is buried or returned to the land. The 
part of the umbilical cord, the little bit that falls off the baby a week  
or so after the birth, is also returned to the land just as our bodies  
are returned to the earth, our mother, when we die. We know and  
are taught that if we neglect or harm our vanua/fenua/fonua, we 
humans will suffer the consequences just as a child suffers in the 
womb when the mother is ill or stressed. 

Likewise, the ocean is not a resource to be exploited. It is considered 
to be either goddess or home to the ancestors. The old religions 
included the belief that pulotu (the place where the spirits return to) 
was in the sea. Land, sky, and sea are not separate for Pacific 
Islanders. They are connected and we recognize that mana exists in 
each space. We know that this mana may be either positive, creative 
energy, as it may just as well be negative or destructive. We also know 
the importance of limiting access to these, and protecting both the 
land and her people. High Chief Roko Sau spoke at The Convening 
about the process of establishing a tabu/tapu site in the context of 
locally protected marine areas. It is important that we recognize that 
Fenua tapu/vanua tapu extends beyond restricting ocean harvests. 
These include sacred or forbidden land sites and places as well as in 
our communities or homes such as bedrooms, graveyards, and the 
chief’s house. 

Knowledge can also be tabu/tapu. In indigenous knowledge systems 
there exist three types of knowledge: open knowledge, accessible to 
everyone; closed knowledge, accessible only to a specific group of 
people; and negotiated knowledge. Research and community 
engagement may sometimes delve into sacred or closed knowledge so 
an important conversation that needs to be held in this space is about 
access and negotiation to determine partial access where required. 
Family genealogies, heritage processes, designs, and symbols are 
examples of narratives that are not readily accessible to anyone simply 
because they want to know. There are instead very clear parameters  
as to who can learn, and know, and how much might be shared. 
Basically, knowing your place, what we can and cannot access, and 
how to properly negotiate relational spaces is central to what it means 
to be a Pacific Islander. 

While I understood that sacred spaces determine the way we negotiate 
our place in the world, it was only when I undertook my doctoral 
study that I discovered that the vā is actually a philosophy of life.  
It speaks of living in harmony and in balance, that is, sustainably. 
Knowing this helps us understand the complexity of indigenous 
identity and what it means to be, to become, and to belong to specific 
places and spaces, as well as how we know those places and spaces, 
and who can learn about them.12 It is a philosophy that determines  
our worldview. It is the ultimate indicator of the underpinning 
spirituality of the indigenous self, whose meaning is governed by  
a sense of spiritual connectedness. Essentially, when we talk about  
our relationship with the ocean, we are talking about a spiritual 
connection. Of course, age, gender, status, and family bloodlines are 
additional factors that determine the nature of relationships which  
are then developed. 

Gendered spaces are critical to maintaining respectful relationships 
within families and the wider community. The gendered space 
through veitapui/vā tapuia lends itself to the notion of fahu (Tonga) 
and feagaiga (Samoa),13 which refers to a sacred covenant between 
brother and sister. This gendered relational space is governed by 
taboos (tapu), boundaries (tuaoi), and rights.14 The rules of engage
ment—in both personal and social spaces, the wider sociocultural 
and political spheres, and indeed in our ritual—are therefore carefully 
negotiated to ensure that respectful and appropriate harmony is 
maintained by observing mana and tabu/tapu. In order to maintain 
respectful relationships between fathers and daughters, or brothers 
and sisters, for example, specific tabu/tapu exist. By nurturing the  
vā or relational space, we strengthen and reinforce these relationships 
and create harmony and balance in the home and in the wider 
community. I use this example to demonstrate that there are two 
kinds of tabu/tapu: one that is private, relating to the individual,  
and the other, public, relating to community. Tabu/tapu governs the 
way we conduct ourselves in relationships, the way we communicate, 
the way we engage and chose to disengage in specific contexts. 

Custodianship 
It is important that we look at the concept of heritage custodians. 
The question “Who owns the oceans?” is one that has troubled me 
these last couple of days. As custodians of the land, sky, and sea,  
we believe that these can never be owned. Instead, we inherit our 
responsibilities from our ancestors, and over the span of our lifetimes 
we protect, nurture, and safeguard this collective heritage for the 
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Who makes those calls? Are these just contemporary reimaginings? 
How do we know? And, at the end of the day, how does the community 
of origin get to know or express their views?

As a child, nighttime storytelling was important. I grew up at a time 
without TV, so I would wait for the traditional scary stories to start. 
Every now and then, it got really boring, and my grandmother would 
not tell stories, but instead would start to chant the genealogies that 
you had to memorize. Then, she would go into stories of the past, a 
combination of both myth and memory. This was what we waited for. 
In teaching us what it means to be of a particular status, she said, 
“Leadership or being chiefly is only about service, duty, and responsi
bility to others, nothing more.” She said, “When you enter into 
another village or community, remember when the rooster crows here, 
they can’t hear it there.” It was a reminder to know my place, and  
to understand that status, or position and assumed knowledge base,  
only has meaning in very specific contexts. If we extend this lesson  
to research and community engagement, our starting point has to be 
the Pacific value of humility, where we ask and continue to verify 
wherever we are in doubt. This unfortunately requires time, a lot of 
time, to establish and nurture relationships based on trust and mutual 
respect. Why am I emphasizing this? The level of trust and quality  
of relationships that you establish will determine the degree of 
participation and/or access, and as Margaret Mead discovered, the 
accuracy and truth of the stories shared. 

Negotiating and/or Co-creating Knowledge
I would like to share a list of questions that I pose to those who come 
to me for assistance. This includes my Masters and PhD students, 
visiting scholars, and community development workers. There are  
15 questions in total. 

How do people in the community selected conceptualize their 
world? (ontology)

How do they view knowledge, knowledge creation, knowledge 
ownership, and knowledge sharing? (epistemology)

Who knows the knowledge that I am seeking, and how can I access 
this knowledge? (entry point)

Do I have the right to access this knowledge, and how can I know 
this? (negotiation) 

Unfortunately, the legacy of colonial mindsets coupled with neo
colonialism and globalization has meant the loss of this cultural value 
base and sense of connectedness. Consequently, it now becomes a 
question of commodification, economic transactions, or monetary 
value. Whether it be through mining, overfishing, or reclaiming the 
land, we can see the direct implications of disrespecting the mana of 
the earth holistically. One thing is clear, it is difficult to negotiate with 
global powers, particularly when the politics of aid and dependencies 
are dangled in our faces daily. 

A Few Pointed Questions
What does all this mean for an expedition? Meaningful engagement 
with a Pacific community means that all undertakings must be of 
mutual benefit. It is not good enough to simply say it is for the good  
of mankind, because we’ve heard that before. Access is important, 
but it is even more significant to remember that the responsibility 
bestowed on you when you are given access is tremendous. This is 
why representation and verification is key. Good intentions only go  
so far as you can throw an insult in the Pacific, and for this reason  
it must always come back to verification. 

Can a nonSamoan have a Samoan tattoo? While there have been some 
cases of this, does that make it acceptable in the eyes of the community, 
the custodians of their culture? Can man get a woman’s tattoo? Can a 
woman wear a male dancer’s costume? Can a com moner dress in chiefly 
attire and be seated in a ritual or perform as a highborn? What are the 
repercussions of such actions, both human and supernatural? Expedition 
fellows are knowledge creators, and inevitably transmitters of such 
knowledge, but is the knowledge only extracted from the community, 
and then transmitted elsewhere? This would suggest an extractive trans
action. Alternatively, is it, and should it be, a twoway exchange of 
shared and cocreation perhaps of making meaning together? I do not 
know. In the exhibition “The Oceanic” curated by Ute Meta Bauer at 
the NTU Centre for Contemporary Art in Singapore in 2017–18, we 
saw two figures15 dressed as what I first thought appeared to be tradi
tional regalia. They seemed to be of Papua New Guinean origin. Could 
this be considered an accurate and culturally acceptable depiction? 
Could it be seen as a generic cutandpaste from very diverse groups? 
Again, I do not know. Could it be offensive to the people of origin from 
which these pieces have been sourced? Have we asked these questions? 
These are hard questions. These are uncomfortable questions. Does it 
really matter? Where is the line between the big words—appro priation, 
inspiration, misrepresen tation—and creative license?  
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The Potential of This Space
There is great potential in this space and it is a reminder that we Pacific 
Islanders have agency and need to create spaces that nurture knowledge 
creation and the arts in contemporary times. It is appro priate that we 
recall some words of wisdom from the late Epeli Hau‘ofa, known for his 
works such as the essays “Our Sea of Islands” and “The Ocean in Us,” 
the collection We Are The Ocean, as well as his sometimes dark satirical 
creative writing. On the surface, the latter generally appears to mock  
his own people—Tongans or Pacific Islanders— but on deeper reflection, 
his creative work puts a spin on everyday life and critiques some of the 
things we have taken for granted. His academic work, particularly  
“Our Sea of Islands,” has been critical in framing the way that we view 
development surroun ding the oceans in the region. It is a seminal work 
increasingly referred to in the global discourse. What can be taken from 
Hau‘ofa’s body of works is his call for agency. This call for Pacific 
Islanders to rethink what it means to be of the ocean, to selfdetermine, 
and to establish the boun daries for engagement. That does not mean 
cutting off connections to the rest of the world but rather to define for 
ourselves what the parameters of engagement are, what is acceptable, 
and what is no longer acceptable. These are important conversations in 
this space. I do not come in anger, nor am I saying do not come to the 
Pacific Ocean. Rather, what I am saying is that we must collectively 
acknowl edge that terrible things have happened in the past. Let us not 
pretend that they did not. I am suggesting that we use this as an entry 
point into a conversation about how to engage in a meaningful way. This 
will be critical so that those of who are jaded from negative experiences 
can begin to see the benefit of us working together for a global common 
good. Climate change and the ocean crisis affect all of us and unless  
we work together, unless we are willing to meet at the table, nothing will 
improve and we will not achieve our goals.

The Future Behind Us
I offer a very small perspective of Oceania. My response is a personal 
one— that of a Pacific Islander woman, a mother, teacher, academic, 
researcher, and community organizer. I say no one, no one owns the 
ocean. Of course, there are legal implications, but the ethics of ocean 
governance mean that all we can really lay claim to is different ways of 
knowing the earth and her oceans. In light of current challenges and 
realities, what I think we ought to do is create more spaces, such as this, 
for dialogue, meaningful exchanges and storying. We should create such 
spaces in the hope that we might reconnect with the spiritual knowing 
that we desperately need to live in balance as custodians of the land, 
sky, and sea. 

How might I go about seeking permission to gain that information? 
(protocol)

What are some of the ways that I might go about negotiating my 
position within this community so that I might be able to access  
this information? (relationships)

Would my contact have all this information, or do I have to seek  
the advice of an insider, a local, perhaps a cultural adviser? 
(advisory) 

Are there local methods and approaches that I have not considered, 
and if there are where would I find them? (methodology/process)

Are there others who may have used a Pacific methodology/process 
that I might consider? (research)

If my goal is to develop positive relationships, how do I do that  
in this specific context, noting that no two Pacific Islands, 
countries, or communities are the same?  
(relationship building) 

How do they expect me to nurture those relationships?
(expectations)

What is my responsibility as an outsider to this community?
(personal commitment)

Do I have the cultural competence and intelligence required to go 
into this community? What can I do to develop the competencies 
and skills required to enhance the contact experience?
(cultural competence/intelligence)

How do I add value to my time in the community, the quality  
of information that I am able to collect, the accuracy with which  
I am able to analyze and interpret, present, represent, and verify? 
(research readiness)

Finally, could the community in question help design the desired 
outcomes of mutual benefit?
(openness to negotiation)
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In the space between pulotu and the words
That bring my soul to life,
There rests a broken, blackened shell.
Gnarled and discarded,
By the strangers who do not love us.
I am thrust into unforgiving arms
Where Moana Nui reminds me that
Between/Within/And without
I am of the deep sea.
Green tanu and blue vasa.

In the space between sleep and my grandfathers’ eyes,
There is a dying flame,
Birthed from fire 
Stolen from the fingers and the toes of a dead god,
And a fire in my belly 
That is Pele wailing. 
I, she, we call for Maui
To wake and slow the sun again,
To douse the fiery skies.

In the space between the fiery skies and the sleeping Maui
There is a bird,
That is Tagaloa
And he roars, 
As I/We are impaled on a magic hook,
That once pulled islands from the fire of the sea.

In the space between a bird and a magic hook,
Rests the soft curve of a woman,
That is a bloodclot.
Hidden in my belly,
Nafanua grinds her teeth against my bones.
Marking my body with black lines.
Inking my eyelids and tongue.

In the space between the open sea,
There’s a fire in the sky.
Fish die in boiling waves.
Saumaiafe wakes the dead,
Waiting for the end or the beginning,
There’s a grinding of teeth in my belly and it hurts.

I end with a poem titled “1angrynative on Climate Change: The 
Density of Vā” (2010), a lament that speaks of loss and exploitation 
and how it feels to be deeply connected to place. When other Pacific 
Islanders ask me why I am so angry or so sad, my answer is always 
why aren’t you? There is an urgency in sharing our stories and  
poetry like other art forms offers an uncensored avenue to do so.

1angrynative on Climate Change: The Density of Vā

In the space between the bleeding sky and dawn,
Voices wail in an unfamiliar tongue.

In the space between my umbilical cord and my mother’s bones,
A white owl watches two eel-gods
Dying,
As a dog
Howls
Red
Earth into black Lua (two)
And rock water
Sky lines pierce my throat.
Atua. God in my belly.

In the space between my head and my father’s teeth,
There is a stone. An ocean of tears.
In my belly, blood sand
And a chant that is a scream,
Reaching inward
Then out,
Gutting me
Like a fish.

In the space between my belly and the chant 
That is the bleeding sky,
Human skin is stretched across fired stones,
Tempered only with my grandmothers’ tears.
Calling to the spirits of her people,
I shout to the heavens between us
For a sign,
Because pulotu is not above us
It is in the sea.
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In the space between knowing and the known, 
There is a gathering of stillborn children to a mother’s breast,
Remembering words now forgotten, 
In the language of trees.
In my belly the roots of fringing reefs,
Clumped with blood and knotted hair. 

In the space between knower and knowledge
We have become orphans,
Blessed only with blood and pain.
Afunakwa sings of a bleeding heart.
Dry salt in my belly.
The secrets of birds are lost.

In the space between place and breath,
Our gods are condemned to the wind.
The dreams of fish,
Discarded by strangers who do not love us.
Fishhooks in my belly pull me to the shore.

In the space between I am and I will,
We measure the density of Vā.
In the pit of my belly,
There is a seed,
And it is sadness.

In the space between climate justice and climate redemption,
Stands the one-eyed Hikule’o,
Her hair a tangle of black roots.
In her belly, the children of sky,
Brown as the earth is old.
Their tears are the ocean in us.

In my belly, Hina of the moon.
And, she weeps.


