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The Journal of Pacific History, Vol. 33, No. 1, 1998

Titular Disputes and National Leadership in
Samoa

MORGAN TUTMALEALI'IFANO

MODERN PACIFIC ISLAND ASPIRANTS TO NATIONAL OITICE EXPLOIT THE LIVING LEGACY

of tribal, mission and colonial authorities. The outcome is determined by the
aspirant's ability to juggle these three legacies. Mary Boyd, a New Zealand historian
of Samoa, claimed almost 30 years ago that 'The revival of these [papa] titles is
more indicative of cultural self-assertion in a new nation state than resurgent rivalry
and faction'.1 Her statement was based on the peaceful transition from trusteeship
to independence and the absence of a major political rift between two major
lineages when one was not represented at the highest office of the land shortly after
independence. Historical interpretation obviously varies with one's position in
relation to sources. A different interpretation is possible from another angle and
with closer proximity to sources. I assert that while the modern pursuit oipapa titles
may be interpreted as a form of cultural self-assertion, sources available to me show
that it serves the essentially primordial instinct of maximising personal interests. I
shall conclude that the revival not only satisfies those who believe in cultural revival,
but more realistically, it satisfies personal ambitions for power. This paper focuses
on the conditions under which two ancient titles were invoked in Samoa against a
background of the then recently acquired independence. The definition (or absence)
of custom and usage and the role of the Land and Titles Court in this process is
crucial to the discussion.

The Tafa'ifa Titular System

The precise details of the origin of the tafa'ifa system have still to be worked out but
its general outline seems clear. Malama Meleisea2 and Penelope Schoeffel3 come to
the now familiar conclusion that this period was marked by a power shift from the
Manu'a oriented eastern group to the more populous western islands: 'the creation
of the tafa'ifa position was a device by chiefs of the populous western islands of
Samoa to establish an alternative focus of aristocratic rank to that of Manu'a'.4

From about the 12th to the 14th century, Tongan presence in western Samoa
under the Tu'i Tonga dynasty was maintained with the assistance of the Tui
Manu'a. In the wake of Tongan expulsion, the office of tafa'ifa was created by the
westerner in response to two other titles. It was the westerner's answer to the Tu'i

1 Mary Boyd, 'Independent Western Samoa', Pacific Viewpoint, 9:2 (1968), 156.
2 Malama Meleisea, The Making of Modern Samoa: Traditional Authority and Colonial Administration in the Modem History

of Western Samoa (Suva 1987), 11, deferring to Freeman and Schoeffel.
3 P. Schoeffel, 'Rank, gender and politics in ancient Samoa: the genealogy of Salamasina O Le Tafa'ifa', Journal of

Pacific History, 22 (1987), 185.
4 Ibid.
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92 JOURNAL OF PACIFIC HISTORY

Tonga dynasty and second to the overbearing antiquity of the Tui Manu'a title.
Meaning four-in-one, the four constituent titles of the tqfa'ifa were the Tui A'ana,
Tui Atua, Gatoa'itele and Tamasoali'i. These titles became known as papa titles. In
the complex political wrangle for the tqfa'ifa between Sa Malietoa and Sa Tupua
that characterised 19th century Samoan politics, the mobilisation of the titles was
exercised mainly but not exclusively by elite bands of orators, pule ma tumua. The
office gave its bearer and supporters considerable influence. These Upolu-oriented
titles had eclipsed the Savai'i-oriented ancient titles such as Tagaloa, Tonumaipe'a
and Iilomaiava in influence and power. A. Va'ai has stated that 'while the
Tonumaipe'a title remains intact today it has been largely marginalised whereas the
title Lilomaiava has been fragmentised and the Tagaloa of Safune was in 1923
[divided among the four branches of the fale Safune]'.5 The first tqfa'ifa was
Salamasina, the daughter of Tui A'ana Tamalelagi.

The field of contention for the papa titles and tqfa'ifa was confined to leading
members of two families, Sa Tupua and Sa Malietoa under whom Samoa was
united. The senior of the two, Sa Tupua dominated the office since the 17th
century. Sa Malietoa joined at the beginning of the 19th century, coinciding with
the arrival of British missionaries.

The leading titles of these two family lineages were called tama'aiga (sons of
families). By mid-19th century, four had survived: Mata'afa, Tupua Tamasese and
Tuimaleali'ifano of Sa Tupua and Malietoa of Sa Malietoa. All were descended
from Queen Salamasina. Throughout most of Samoa's pre-contact and contact
history, the root cause of civil unrest was the struggle for titular supremacy among
these families. With the steady influx of outsiders by the mid-19th century, various
initiatives were attempted by Samoans, settlers and foreign consuls to form a central
government. But local intrigues and counter intrigues subverted these efforts. One
such failed attempt was a central government under Malietoa Laupepa. When
Germany assumed colonial rule, the titles were formally abolished in 1899 and this
was enforced by New Zealand when it took over in 1914.

We have temporarily abolished the kingship and recommend that it be permanently
abolished. It seems impossible to say of the office any good whatever. It is compara-
tively modern as an institution. It served no useful purpose ... 6

With the abolition went the right of pule ma tumua. In its place, the German
administration created a tribunal in 1903 to deal with land and titles. While the
titles were formally taken off the agenda, they remained beneath the surface in
family, village and church organisations. After independence, the old conflicts
resurfaced as Samoans brought their disputes to the Land and Tides Court. As the
titles were held by leaders in government, die consequences of these disputes have
led to an uneasy relationship between villages, court and government. A contribu-
tory factor to die unease is the dearth of precise definition of customs and usages
and the lack of a codified set of principles to guide the court in disputes over titles

5 A. A. V. S. Va'ai, 'The rule of law and the fa'amatai:Legal pluralism in Western Samoa', PhD thesis, Australian
National University (Canberra 1995), 39.

6 Members comprised C. N. E. Eliot of Britain, Baron H. Sternberg of Germany and Bartlett Tripp of USA.
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DISPUTES AND NATIONAL LEADERSHIP IN SAMOA 9 3

and land. In Part 1, Section 2 of the Land and Titles Act, for example, Samoan
custom and usage is interpreted to mean

the customs and usages of Western Samoa accepted as being in force at the relevant
time and includes-
(a) the principles of custom and usage accepted by the people of Western Samoa in
general; and
(b) the customs and usages accepted as being in force in respect of a particular place
or matter.7

But on the meaning of relevant time, of the mechanisms required to determine
acceptance of custom and usage, and by which category of Samoan people {matai,
non-matai, and whether women are included), Section 37 of the Act merely restates
Section 2 above. Section 37 of the 1981 Act provides that

In all matters before it, the court shall apply
(a) custom and usage,
(b) the law relating to custom and usage,
... any other enactment expressed to apply to the court.

In the absence of definitions, the determination of pule or rights to matai titles,
attendant privileges and appurtenant land is left to the court, whose members (apart
from a European president) are matai. Further, in the absence of a corpus of written
law or register of legal opinions and judgements relating to the application of
custom and usage to titles and land, what constitutes custom and usage is
determined by other matai sitting as judges and assessors on the basis of their own
varied backgrounds and experiences.

In preparing for court battles, the organisation and mood of disputant parties
often resemble those of political factions. Unlike the decisions of the Supreme Court
wherein the accused is accountable for his or her actions, decisions of the Land and
Tides Court are in rem, and are thus binding on all living and unborn family
members.8 At independence in 1962, all four tama'aiga featured in the new political
structure. Two became joint-heads of state, one became prime minister and another
became the sole member of the council of deputies. The papa tides which remained
dormant during the colonial era resurfaced after independence, the Tui A'ana in
1965 and Tui Atua in the mid-1980s. In the modern pursuit of papa titles, the goals
have changed little from the 19th century. The only change lies in the mechanisms
by which power is being negotiated, namely the new institutions of Land and Titles
Court, parliament and party politics.

This discussion concentrates on the disputes between tama'aiga titles from 1963 to
1990. What is the nature of the modern struggle for titles and how do they
influence national leadership? The specific aspect I wish to highlight is the tangled

7 The 1981 Act refers to custom and usage in both plural and singular forms. I shall adopt the singular form unless
otherwise specified.

8 Those who can attend and contribute to the expenses of feeding and transporting supporters who often include
the whole contingency of village elders and clerics. At the conclusion of a case, speeches are made in return for fares
back home and attendance. The higher the title, the more expansive and anticipative the amounts are likely to be.
These can run into thousands of dollars depending on the length of the cases and are largely met by relatives overseas
who attend at their own expense.
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94 JOURNAL OF PACIFIC HISTORY

contest over rights, particularly as to who has what rights to confer papa titles. The
contest over tama'aiga titles provides the background to the contest over the rights
to confer the papa titles. I begin with the disputes over the Mata'afa and Tupua
Tamasese titles as both have been held by former prime ministers and have also
been the subject of more recent press scrutiny. They have also been litigated more
often than the Malietoa and Tuimaleali'ifano titles. In the ensuing struggle, the
disputes spilled over to papa titles, party politics, and national leadership.

My discussion is premised on two basic assumptions. First, with the demise of
colonial rule, Pacific Islanders in general inherited two social status systems, one
based on village customs and oral traditions and the other on a Western
liberal-democratic value system based on Western legal rationality. Second, ever
since European contact, Islanders have been adapting Western white middle-class
values, at an increasing rate as influenced by market-driven economies and the
international media. The inevitable conclusion is that Western middle-class
aspirations are incongruent with the ubiquitous social system of customs and
traditions.

Tui A'ana in 1965: Tujuga Efi Tamasese v. Tuimaleali'ifano Suatipatipa II

The death of Tupua Tamasese Mea'ole in 1963 revived factionalism within the
Tupua Tamasese family, but it was also a catalyst for the revival of papa titles. The
two contenders for the Tupua Tamasese title were first cousins, Lealofi and Efi,
whose fathers were former titleholders. Lealofi won and the Tui Atua title was
conferred on him. Efi and his supporters remained dissatisfied and responded
by arranging to confer the Tui A'ana title on Efi. This move brought in
Tuimaleali'ifano Suatipatipa II, the sole member of the council of deputies, a
sinecure for politically inactive tama'aiga titleholders. While Tuimaleali'ifano was
not officially installed, he was generally acknowledged as holder of the title by
virtue of his activities in the district particularly through the Congregational
Christian Church. The recently appointed Tupua Tamasese Lealofi also had
strong claims on the Tui A'ana. He was a tama'aiga titleholder and his forebears
had also held the Tui A'ana title. Efi on the other hand, despite his ancestry, was
not a tama'aiga titleholder and the principal lineages of Tui Atua and Tui A'ana did
not support him. The relevant issues were the questions of rights to confer and
who had the most effective connections on the ground to guide their interests
through the contest over rights.

The father of Salamasina and primogenitor of the modern line of Tui A'ana was
Tui A'ana Tamalelagi. His rise to prominence came at the hands of two orators,
Tutuila and Apenamoemanatunatu of Fasito'otai and Fasito'outa villages respect-
ively. They had stolen Tamalelagi as a boy from Safata to become their ali'i and
thus had prior right to any discussion on the conferral of the title. Leulumoega's
right came afterward during the reign of Salamasina and was thus subject to
consultation with these two polities. Fasito'otai and Fasito'outa belonged to the
lineage group of 'Aiga Taulagi and, together with 'Aiga Taua'ana and 'Aiga
Satunumafono, formed a triad called the Va'a-nqfoa-tolu (three-seated canoe)
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DISPUTES AND NATIONAL LEADERSHIP IN SAMOA 9 5

affiliated to the conferral of the Tuimaleali'ifano title and by implication that of Tui
A'ana. They had lodged a petition against the conferral of the Tui A'ana title on
En. Within Leulumoega, the faleiva (the nine houses of orators) and the leading
orator, Alipia, were divided over the issue. Alipia had distanced himself from the
issue and there were splits within the house of nine, derived from kinship ties to the
two tama'aiga families. There were close kin connections on the ground between the
Tuimaleali'ifano family and Leulumoega. The most immediate was through Tui-
maleali'ifano's father's sister, Tutogi. She had twice contracted marital unions with
the Alipia titleholders, resulting in a son who succeeded to the Alipia title.
Furthermore, her nephew and current holder of the Tuimaleali'ifano title, Suati-
patipa II, was married to the daughter of So'oa'emalelagi Emerisone, one of the
senior ali'i of Leulumoega. Tuimaleali'ifano's wife, Ta'alenli, on her maternal side
was descended from the Sa Va'a orator clan, one of the faleiva, whose leading
spokesman at the time was the sinewed orator Tualetonu Malae'ulu Sulu, whose
memory and language extended to the German period. In contrast, Efi's immediate
Leulumoega connection was dated two generations back through his grandfather,
Tupua Tamasese Lealofi I, who had married a daughter of Tupuola of the orator
clan, Sa Levaogogo, another luminary of ihe faleiva. The Sa Levaogogo clan was led
at the time by its senior spokesman Ugapo Tauaneai,9 whose memory also took in
the German period. While steeped in tumua traditions, and senior in years, Ugapo
lacked the political clout of Alipia within the faleiva. The Alipia titleholder was
conspicuous by his absence during negotiations, leaving the faleiva rudderless but in
no doubt as to their leader's diffident position on Efi's claim. Despite the enormous
odds against him and his candidate, the aged Ugapo pressed on courageously.
Afamasaga Maua II for the Va'a-nofoa-tolu recorded Ugapo's talosaga or plea to
them at one of the negotiations; Ugapo stated:

ia outoufinagalo malilie, o le a ave le Tui A'ana se'i tau lava inafealua'i ai Tufiiga Efii k atunu'u
i se tulaga aloa'ia, e le o se tupu po'o se tama'aiga.
may you [be] satisfy [sic] that the Tui A'ana be given merely to honour Tufuga Efi in
an informal way when he goes about in the country, but he shall be neither king or a
tama-a-aiga.10

In reply, Afamasaga challenged Ugapo on the right to confer and asserted that
there was only one Tui A'ana titleholder. The stalemate brought the issue and the
opportunity before the court to decide on matters of history and right of ownership,
since the title was last conferred in 1898 on Mata'afa Iosefo. When the court
convened on 10 October 1966, Ugapo, Efi and his supporters must have felt the
growing weight of lineage opinion against them. Even from the depths of Atua,

9 The Tupuola tide, assumed by Efi in the mid-1970s, came to the family through Lealofi I's first marriage to a
daughter of Tupuola of the Sā Levaogogo orator dan. N. F. Lealaiauloto and L. T. Fuataga, O le Fa'avae o Samoa Anamua
(Apia 1985), 263.

1O LC2675. Writ. state. by Afamasaga Maua II, Taoa Fa'aoloviti, Tofa P;, Te'o L. and Tagomoa for the
Va'a-nofoa-tolu, 6 Dec. 1965. The last meeting of the Va'a-nofoa-tolu was held in Sept. 1966 before the scheduled
Court case in Oct. As a member of the 'Aiga Satunumafono delegation, Logona-i-Taga J. D. Freeman attended
(J. D. Freeman, Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of an Anthropological Myth, Canberra 1983, 330
n. 23). The meeting's purpose was to form an alliance against Efi and his Leulumoega supporters. Pers. comm.,
J. D. Freeman, 29 Nov. 1996.
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96 JOURNAL OF PACIFIC HISTORY

both Efi and his supporters were challenged. The Tupua Tamasese affiliated
lineages were sharply divided. 'Aiga Sa Fenunuivao claimed that 'Aiga Sa Tuala
and 'Aiga o Mavaega had no right to participate in the Tupua Tamasese title
dispute as the only right they had was over Muagututi'a, the adopted father of
Tupua.11 And in the 1966 dispute over the Tupua Tamasese title, the Va'a-nofoa-
tolu publicly supported Lealofi. With much publicity, Efi and his supporters took
the only way out by withdrawing their case. The important opportunity to define
and specify historical rights receded to ambiguity as the court dismissed the case in
a brief announcement. 'Never in the history of Samoa', stated President Molineaux,
'had anyone renounced such a high title and the relinquishing by Tufuga Efi of the
title fTui A'ana] was historical and he should be commended for taking such an
unselfish stand'.12

In the historical traditions on the tafa'ija, the right to confer the Tui A'ana title
has always been a contested affair, particularly between Tutuila and Apenamoem-
anatunatu on one hand and Leulumoega on the other. According to historical
records, the prior rights of Tutuila and Apenamoemanatunatu seem secure, but
competing oral evidence and changing conditions, and the candidates' political
inclinations, ensure the rights to confer remain political and controversial.

Tui Atua: Tupua Tamasese v. Matd'qfa

Like the Tui A'ana title, the revival of the Tui Atua title in modern times is traced
to the dispute between Lealofi IV and Efi over the Tupua Tamasese title vacated
after Mea'ole's death in 1963. When the court confirmed Lealofi's appointment in
1965, the orators from the village of Lufilufi followed with conferring the Tui Atua
title. Throughout Lealofi's 18 years tenure of both titles, the right of Lufilufi
remained unchallenged. The most likely challenger was 'Aiga Sa Levalasi, the
maximal lineage of Fiame Mata'afa Faumuina Mulinu'u II. The fact that they did
not challenge, I assume, was due to the speed with which the ceremony was carried
out. And with good reason.

When the court confirmed Lealofi FV's appointment to the Tupua Tamasese title
in 1965, his sponsors, the 'aiga potopoto, the orators of the district capital, decided to
proceed with conferring the Tui Atua papa title on him. For practical reasons,
Lufilufi and 'Aiga Sa Fenunuivao also decided that immediately following the
conferral ceremony a lagi or funeral ceremony was to be held for Tupua Tamasese
Mea'ole. The ceremony entailed a public exchange of He toga or fine kilts to
reciprocate the support rendered by other lineages to the late titleholder and his
affiliated lineages. Since they drew deeply on genealogical ties with other high
ranking titles and their lineages, the combined ceremonies assumed national

11 Va'ai, 'The rule of law', 169.
1 2 Ibid., 170; also Samoa Bulletin, 17 Dec. 1965, 14 Oct. 1966. Cf. Tui Ātua Tupua Tamasese Efi, Ia Fa'agaganaina

oe e le Atua Fetalai: o nisi o lauga ma tatolo a Tupua Tamasese Taisi Tupuola Tufuga Efi (1968-1989) (Apia 1989), 19. C. G.
Powles, 'The persistence of chiefly power and its implications for the law and political organisation in Western
Polynesia', PhD thesis, Australian National University (Canberra 1979), 228, claims that the Tui A'ana title was
conferred on Tupuola Efi on the death of Tuimaleali'ifano.
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DISPUTES AND NATIONAL LEADERSHIP IN SAMOA 97

significance. They could not fail to attract political attention even if this was not
intended. For the sponsoring lineages, there were two significant items on the
agenda. First, the event provided a platform to promote their tama (candidate), and
secondly, it enabled them to gauge the measure of support they and their tama
could tap for preeminence vis-a-vis papa titles and more importantly for votes in
general elections.

Both ceremonies were scheduled for 25 November 1965 at the maota and laoa or
residential site for chiefs and orators at Mulinu'u ma Sepolataemo, situated in
Lufilufi. But just before the ceremonies, on 22 November 1965, an objection to the
staging of the ceremonies was lodged with the Land and Titles Court by Mata'afa
Fiame Faumuina Mulinu'u II, the then prime minister, on behalf of himself and
'Aiga Sa Levalasi. The specific objection was not the ceremony itself but the venue
of Mulinu'u ma Sepolataemo. The venue was the maota appurtenant to the Tui Atua
title to which Mata'afa also held legitimate claims, which he was then advancing.
In response to the objection, the Registrar called an urgent meeting on 23
November where representatives of Sa Fenunuivao13 met with Mata'afa at the
court office. The outcome of the meeting is critical not only in terms of relations
between the two sides but also of the political exercise of rights within a fluid
tradition of history. According to the English translation of the transcript of that
meeting, 'Sa Fenunuivao pleaded14 with Fiame (Mata'afa) and Sa Levalasi to allow
the lagi of Tupua Tamasese Mea'ole to proceed at Mulinu'u [ma Sepolataemo]'. In
response, Mata'afa pointed out that prior consultation should have been held
between the two maximal lineages of Sa Fenunuivao and Sa Levalasi. Mata'afa was
appointed in 1949 during the colonial period when papa titles were abolished.
Despite this, he was unofficially recognised by Samoans as Tui Atua, and this was
reinforced with the onset of independence and his appointment as prime minister
in 1962. His assertion that there should have been prior consultation elicited a
speech of non-committal from the representatives of Sa Fenunuivao. At the end of
the meeting Mata'afa declared:

1. Because of the traditional courtesy accorded by one 'Aiga to another and between
Sa Levalasi and Sa Fenunuivao he [Mata'afa] will agree for the lagi to go ahead on the
25 November.
2. The objection lodged by Fiame [Mata'afa] and Sa Levalasi will not be withdrawn
but will remain with the Office. There will be a day when this matter will be
deliberated on fully.15

On the other issue of conferring the Tui Atua papa title on Lealofi at Mulinu'u
ma Sepolataemo, the transcript is silent. There are at least two possible explana-
tions. Eidier Sa Fenunuivao and Lufilufi concealed16 the conferral ceremony
scheduled for the same day, fearing further reprisal from Mata'afa and Sa Levalasi,

13 Leutele Simaile, Moeono Kolio and Iuli Veni.
14 The common Samoan word used in such contexts is talosaga, meaning petitioning or requesting. The clear

intention was to prevent Matā'afa stalling. Matā'afa agreed to proceed with the lagi subject to further negotiations.
1 5 Meeting notes of Registrar, 'Auelua F. Enari, 23 Nov. 1965, Papers of Tui Ātua Tupua Tamasese Efi (hereinafter

TATT), held by Dr Niel Gunson, Division of Pacific and Asian History, Australian National University.
1 6 An impossible task given the scale on which it was being organised.
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98 JOURNAL OF PACIFIC HISTORY

or Mata'afa had forgotten it. The more likely explanation is that Mata'afa was not
aware of the move to confer the title in the maota and that the sponsors, in the light
of the 23 November 1966 meeting, at the last minute rescheduled the ceremonies
for the same date. A swift conferral secured a political edge over a powerful
adversary.

While there was no recorded objection from Mata'afa and Sa Levalasi to
Lealofi's appointment to the Tui Atua title even after his conferral, there was one
from Fuataga Penita on 5 January 1966. Together with Tafua of Saleaaumua, these
two tulafale-ali'i or titular-orators also held strong claims to be consulted and to
confer.17 For unknown reasons, Fuataga's objection was withdrawn. But almost a
year later, on 14 December 1966, an unidentified group claiming to represent 'Aiga
Sa Levalasi requested the court office to convene a meeting with Lufilufi. The issue
was 'with reference to fAiga Sa Levalasi's] objection on the conferment of the [Tui
Atua title] on Tupua Tamasese Lealofi IV'.18 On behalf of the court, Le'aupepe
Vase advised 'Aiga Sa Levalasi to consult directly with the original objector,
Mata'afa Fiame Faumuina Mulinu'u II, who was still prime minister. It is not clear
which objection 'Aiga Sa Levalasi was referring to: the one lodged on 22 November
1965 by Mata'afa or a fresh one. If the former, which referred to the venue for the
funeral ceremony of Tupua Tamasese Mea'ole, then it was not clear whether an
objection was ever lodged concerning the conferral of the Tui Atua title. After
Le'aupepe's advice, advice which was apparently accepted, the record is silent for
the next 22 years. Throughout the 18 years of Lealofi's tenure of the Tupua
Tamasese title, the actions by Lufilufi orators stood unchallenged.

The silence was broken in 1987. Occasioned by the death of Tupua Tamasese
Lealofi IV in July 1983, the wrangle over the right to confer the Tui Atua returned
with the same fervour as 20 years earlier. The protagonists were Lufilufi for Tupua
Tamasese Efi and 'Aiga Sa Levalasi for Mata'afa. The dispute had not only
advanced before the court but unlike the Tui A'ana dispute of 1966-67, both sides
seemed evenly matched. For the first time in history, the court was presented with
an opportunity to define and decide once and for all the rights to confer one of the
papa titles.19

The Tupua Tamasese title was conferred on Efi on 5 November 1986 in
Vaimoso, jointly sponsored by three maximal lineages, 'Aiga Sa Fenunuivao, 'Aiga
Sa Tuala and 'Aiga o Mavaega.20 It was immediately challenged by four other
parties with court petitions. But nine months later, the petitions were dismissed and
Efi's appointment was confirmed on 6 August 1987. However, between the time of
the petitions and the court's decision, Lufilufi had proclaimed the Tui Atua papa
title on Efi on 11 December 1986, eight months before he was confirmed in the

17 Their fa'alupega, o le Tui Atua fa'anofonofo, or the Tui Atua who remains seated on his/her throne, is testament to
such rights.

18Taisi Tupuola Efi to the President, Land and Titles Court, 11 May 1987, TATT.
The dispute is examined in detail in my 'Aganu'u ma agaifanua fa'a Samoa: custom and usages, a history and

process of a tama'aiga dispute in Samoa', PhD thesis, submitted to the University of the South Pacific, Aug. 1997.
20 From a Chronology by Tupua Tamasese Efi, n.d., p. 10, TATT.
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Tupua Tamasese title by the court. Since another tama'aiga titleholder also claimed
rights to the Tui Atua title, a petition was filed by Fiame Naomi (daughter of the
deceased Mata'afa and former prime minister) and 'Aiga Sa Levalasi on behalf of
the new holder of the Mata'afa title, Mata'afa Fa'asuamale'aui, challenging the
right of Lufilufi to confer.21 They questioned the legality of Lufilufi conferring the
Tui Atua title when the court had yet to decide on petitions objecting to Efi's
appointment as the Tupua Tamasese titleholder. The court did not consider this
argument of sufficient merit and ruled on 28 September 1987 that Lufilufi not only
had the right to confer but also the right to choose and refuse bestowal.

The point illustrated by these cases was the existence in the past of multiple
traditions on different kinds of rights; the right to be consulted, the right to choose
and the right to confer, and the right to refuse. The memory of these rights was at
the core of the struggles in the present.

The right to choose and confer papa titles has been claimed by at least three
principal parties. First, the tulqfale-oricnted polity in Lufilufi; second, the 'Aiga-
oriented polities, Sa Levalasi in Lotofaga with its extant branches elsewhere, Sa
Fenunuivao in Salani and Falefa, Tupolesava, Sa Leota arid Sa Leutogipo'e in
Solosolo;22 diird, the tulqfale-ali'i-oriented polities of Fuataga and Tafua in Aleipata.
Through a combination of sustained force and political manoeuvring over time, a
sufficiently organised polity could easily secure for itself a right to confer on their
favoured candidate. But the sustained pressure had a high price. As Tui Atua
Tupua Tamasese En reportedly quipped, 'the coffers of the Nelson family have
been emptied'.23

The historical record is consistent on the politics of rights, on the rise and fall of
various groups in their claims for rights over the papa titles. For example, after the
death of his father Galumalemana and eldest brother Nofoasaefa, I'amafana rose
to pre-eminence through the efforts of Tusa and Moeono of Lufilufi, and Fuataga
and Tafua of Aleipata. Other successors have included Mata'afa Filisounu'u, also
known as Tuilua'ai, who was killed in a battle with Malietoa Vaiinupo in 1829.24

Through Mata'afa Filisounu'u, the right of Sa Levalasi to confer was confirmed.
But yet another right was established for Sa Malietoa by Malietoa Vaiinupo. When
Vaiinupo died, the Tui Atua papa was ostensibly held by his son Malietoa Moll until
his death in 1860. Given the rivalry between Moll's son Laupepa and his uncle
Talavou, the Tui Atua title was recouped by Mata'afa Tafagamanu, son of
Filisounu'u, in the mid-1860s. But it was not long before he was challenged by
another competitor, Sualauvi of Falelatai and Sapapali'i. Having secured the titles
of Tui A'ana, Gatoa'itele and Tamasoali'i, Sualauvi was poised for the Tui Atua
title and ultimately for tqfa'ifa honours. Drawing on I'amafana's tafa'ifa inheritance
and a myriad of remembered marital connections into Atua through the Mata'afa

2 1 T h e y also challenged the venue of M u l i n u ' u ma Sepolataemo, a separate b u t related issue which is n o t discussed
in this study.

2 2 Invariably known as Sā Leotā a n d Sā Leutogipo 'ē . Lelaiauloto a n d Fuataga, O Le Fa'avae o Samoa Anamua, 198-200.
2 3 H e h a d inherited from his m a t e r n a l grandfather, Taisi O . F . Nelson, substantial business interests.
2 4 A. Kramer, The Samoan Islands, an Outline of a Monograph with Particular Consideration of German Samoa, trans. Theodore

Verhaaren, I, Constitution, Pedigrees and Traditions (Auckland 1994), 390.
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line, Fuataga and Tafua of Aleipata proclaimed him Tui Ātua in 1869.25 When
Sualauvi died in 1870, the Aleipata king-makers re-confirmed their right by
conferring it on Tupua Tamasese Titimaea. In both conferrals, there was no
objection from nor involvement of Lufilufi. The only objector during the conferrai
on Titimaea was Solosolo. They 'went away angrily because they had already alaga
or proclaimed it on Matā'afa Iosefo'.26 The stalemate between Tupua Tamasese
Titimaea and Matā'afa Iosefo led to the anomalous situation of two Tui Ātua
titleholders; the Solosolo sponsored Tui Ātua Matā'afa and Aleipata sponsored Tui
Ātua Tupua Tamasese.27 The anomaly drew a leading Ātuan chief to comment: 'In
most of Samoa, it is easy to get a consultation, but in Atua it is difficult. Atua can't
make up its mind, and Atua people don't get along very well.'28. In spite of his
Ātuan affiliation, the endless bickering between the two contenders led Tagaloa to
throw in his lot with Malietoa Tanumafili I and support him as king. In any event,
in a series of wars which ended in early 1889, Matā'afa scored a series of popular
defeats over Tupua Tamasese,29 thus confirming his appointment as Tui Ātua and
leadership of Sā Tupuā by his appointment as ali'i sili until his death in 1912.30 It
also brought Solosolo into future contests over right.

By its decision of 28 September 1987, the court determined Lufilufi's right to
confer the papā Tui Ātua. In doing so, it had also invoked an extraordinary right,
the award to Lufilufi of the right to reject a candidate which it deemed unsuitable.
The court also ruled that the right to refuse indicated complete authority over the
Tui Ātua title. According to Fiamē Naomi and Sā Levālasi, once Matā'afa
Fa'asuamale'aui's appointment was confirmed by the court, they approached
Lufilufi to confer the Tui Atua title on him but were refused. It is clear that
succession is contained in the Tupua line, but its non-specification leaves eligibility
open to candidates from other descent lines. In terms of right to confer, the court
ignored the historical rights of some descent groups in favour of others. Six parties
appealed the decision on the basis of history. While unsuccessful, the fact of their
appearance ensures the continuation of past battles well into the 21st century.31

Contest over customary rights and national leadership

Given the engagement of a large number of lineages and villages, and the successful

2 5 Statements by Tuiai , 22 D e c . 1898, in G u r r Papers, folder 28 file 26, p . 160. See Gilson Papers, Division of Pacific
a n d Asian History, R S P A S , Australian National University.

Ibid. I n traditions related by Fata, le failauga sili o Tuisamau—the senior orator of T u i s a m a u T u i Ātua Aumuatagafa
appointed the principal descent groups of Sā Leotā a n d Sā Leutogipo'ē in Solosolo to confer the T u i Atua title. Gun-
Papers 26, p . 161 .

See papers relating to the Tamasese-Brandeis government based in Leulumoega, Gilson Papers, folder 77,
C a n b e r r a , Australian Nat ional University, Division of Pacific a n d Asian History.

2 8 In G u r r papers , G P 25.
29 Brandeis left S a m o a o n 2 Feb. 1889 with T u p u a Tamasese T i t i m a e a defeated by Matā 'a fa Iosefo.

3 0 F r o m ' S a m o a n Genalogies ' , a collection of genealogies by C . C . Marsack, C . G . R . Mckay, W . Churchil l , E.
W . G u r r a n d G . Prat t (note in Marsack's book, 20 Nov. 1934). T h e genealogies were collected b y D r Niel G u n s o n
a n d copies were kindly m a d e available by D r G u n s o n to the a u t h o r .

3 1 M u a g u t u t i ' a Maeaeafe, Fepulea ' i Mika, 'Aiono Fanaafi, Tafua Kalolo, F iamē N a o m i a n d 'Aiga Sā Levālasi a n d
Fuata'i Fa'aulu.
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candidate's national prominence as leader of the Opposition, the Tui Ātua title
dispute generated considerable interest not least of which was from the government.
There was one important aspect of the court's decision. It had awarded Lufilufi the
right to confer the title, but it also specified that Lufilufi may award it to the tama
of'Aiga Sā Fununuivao, Tupua Tamasese, or the tama of Sā Levālasi, Matā'afa. Efi
had launched his political career in 1966 becoming prime minister from 1976 to
1981. He was replaced first by Va'ai and then by Tofilau Eti Alesana after a
general election in 1983. When the Tui Ātua tide was conferred on Efi, he had
been leader of the parliamentary Opposition for five years.

On the political front, the battle lines between Matā'afa and Tupua Tamasese
were clear. As Fiamē, Matā'afa had been challenged by Tupua Tamasese Lealofi
IV and Tupuola Efi for the prime ministership in the mid-1970s. The current
prime minister and Human Rights Protection Party (HRPP) leader, Tofilau Eti
Alesana, is the sole survivor of Matā'afa's cabinet. Tofilau and Matā'afa's widow,
Lā'ulu Fetauimalemau, are connected through the ubiquitous matai/clencaï Sa
Petaiā clan with strong roots in the Congregational Christian Church, the
descendant of the London Missionary Society. Lā'ulu had held senior government
posts and continues to be influential in government circles and in the church
community.

Despite the court's decision in favour or Lufilufi, Tofilau's HRPP government
chose to acknowledge the new Matā'afa as Tui Ātua, as had been done in the case
of the deceased Matā'afa and prime minister. Ever since the 1987 decision,
Tofilau's official speeches refer not to one Tui Ātua but two Tui Ätua, a
government recognised Tui Ātua, being the member of the council of deputies,
Matā'afa Fa'asuamaleaui, and the court appointed and Opposition leader, Tui
Ātua Tupua Tamasese Efi.32 There is thus a replication of the late 19th century
stand-off between a Solosolo sponsored Matā'afa Iosefo and an Aleipata spon-
sored Tupua Tamasese Titimaea. Almost a century later, political parties assume
the function of maximal lineages at the forefront of struggles for political
supremacy. There is the HRPP and government-sponsored Tui Ātua Matā'afa
and there is the court and Samoan National Development Party (SNDP)/Oppo-
sition-sponsored Tui Ātua Tupua Tamasese. In such a scenario, there was a
legally appointed Tui Ātua as represented by the Opposition and the extra-legal
Tui Ātua as promoted and represented by the government and Congregational
Christian Church—with both sides firmly asserting the validity of their claims
grounded in their no less valid interpretation and representation of 'custom and
usage' in accordance with the relevant custom and usage of the Samoan people
at any particular time.

This scenario is played out at different levels, often behind the scenes, for
example by the selective handling of contracts of judges involved in the court's
decision. The presiding judge and president, Judge Smith, returned to New
Zealand after his term expired. As one of the senior Deputy Presidents of the court,

3 2 E.g. see Media Release, 2 Mar. 1995, 7.
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Nanai Faitala was another presiding judge. When his contract came up for renewal,
it was strongly supported by Judge Smith and the Department of Land and Titles.
Instead, the Judicial Service Commission terminated it on the ground that Nanai
had exceeded the age for compulsory retirement.33 Smith's replacement was Judge
Trevor Maxwell who took over the appeals against the Tui Ātua title decision of
September 1987. After rejecting all six appeals, he soon left the country before
completing his term in office.34

This judicious application of custom and usage against law is played out in other
arenas. One example was the anti-VGST tax demonstration march organised by
leaders of pule ma tumua on 2 March 1994 in Apia. Initially formed as an
independent body, the organisation alligned itself with the Oppostion party with
Tui Ātua Tupua Tamasese Efi chosen as spokesman and proclaimed as the
'traditional' representative of Samoa. In response, Tofilau with some validity
rejected Tui Ātua's claim on the ground that his government also represented pule
ma tumua as the people's constitutionally elected representatives in parliament. Thus
he implied that his HRPP government not only represented the indigenous forces
of custom and tradition but also in law the country as a whole. The only legitimate
means of changing the government, he claimed, was through constitutionally held
elections and not, by implication, pule ma tumua.

Both political factions invoked custom and usage, with neither side willing to
renegotiate their respective representations of custom but invoking it with the force
of law and popular opinion. On one hand was a government-sponsored Tui Ātua,
pule ma tumua, and on the other was the Opposition-sponsored Tui Ātua, pule ma
tumua. The contagious and public flow of bile is ensured for future generations at
home and abroad. The selective manipulation of custom and usage had not
changed, only the mechanisms by which power is played out. Although it is too
early to call, the revival of papā titles and ancient political power-brokers is changing
the politics of tama'aiga relations particularly within Sā Tupuā, but the change is
essentially within the modern framework of party politics, government and the
judiciary. The political struggle over rights has not changed, only the time and
mechanisms.

The main institution perhaps unintentionally perpetrating double standards is the
Land and Titles Court. The overwhelming majority of Samoans value the conti-
nuity of key elements of their culture and constitution such as thefa'alupega, village
council and the court system. It is the only institution charged with defining and
interpreting custom and usage. Meleiseā calls for more effective sanctions to defend
these institutions.35 An equally urgent task is to define and codify before the
contradictions can be addressed.

The court is based on an uncodified and imprecise understanding of custom and
usage. There is no specification as to what 'custom and usage' might be, how they

3 3 H e was the presiding judge over the T u p u a Tamasese title court case which awarded the title to Tupuola Efi.
LC8384 P1-P4, 6 Aug. 1987, T A T T .

3 4 H e was also involved in a law suit brought by D r Walter Vermuellen against the Government in which the court
decided in favour of Vermuellen.

3 5 Meleiseā, The Making of Modem Samoa, 2 3 1 .
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might be ranked or weighted, how contradictions might be reconciled and whether
'custom and usage' might be taken to have changed. Furthermore, what is meant
by 'relevant time', and which 'people of Samoa'—the matai, parliament, or both
matai and non-matai? And are women included? The mechanisms for determining
acceptance remain unarticulated and undefined. The dearth of definition has led to
the proliferation of interpretation and counter-interpretation of what constitutes^'a
Samoa; the phrase 'custom and usage' is widely abused and rendered virtually
meaningless.

ABSTRACT

The political history of Samoa is principally a contest about matai (titled family head) titles. The
significance of matai titles lies in the appurtenant land to which is tied the welfare of most Samoans.
The contest for titles translates into the struggle for security of rights and access to land and resources.
Four ancient and sacred titles called pāapā stood at the apex of Samoan society and an élite group of
orators called tumua ma pule managed the complex political contest. Successful accession to all four
titles was rare and contending parties usually spent a good deal of their lifetime in the struggle
maintaining this largely ceremonial status. The most eligible contenders came from the Sā Tupuā
family and were joined in the early 19th century by the Sā Malietoā family. The title disputes caused
endless disruptions and the colonial administrations eventually abolished the titles. But they could not
be swept away because the titles provided an ideological superstructure which glued the major descent
lines together.

The struggle continues with the revival of pāpā titles in the mid-1960s and mid-1980s but with a
difference. Instead of tumua ma pule, Western institutions have become the new battlegrounds: the
church, Land and Titles Court, political parties, and national government. The intrigues in the court,
in parliament between opposition parties and government, and its consequences for leadership are
discussed as old issues in new forms.
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