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Language and Pronunciation 

Written Fijian is easily read and is mostly phonetic, but for the purpose of this report 

and the inclusion of Fijian words, names of places or people, I have listed the 

variations in letters and sounds that appear in the Fijian language. (Mara, 1997:265) 

 B is pronounced "mb" as in 'bamboo'. 
 C is a lisped "th" as in 'feather'. 

 D is pronounced "nd" as in 'Andrew'. 
 G is pronounced "ng" as in 'sing'. 

 Q is pronounced "ng" as in 'mango'. 
 V is always pronounced bilabially 
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Abstract 

This project is a study of the contemporary state of syncretism, transculturation 
and the western effects, whether political, religious or cultural, on the indigenous, 
customs, faiths, and practices in modern Fiji. Through participant observation in 
communities across the Fiji islands, I set out to create a regional analysis of the 
disparity and development of religious synergy in ceremony as well as other 
cultural factors. Through my research, it became apparent that tradition has a 
potent relationship to political and social authenticity and legitimacy and that 
many aspects of life which are putting tradition at risk are also subsequently 
disrupting other factors within society. The economic instability in the country is 
not producing a revitalisation in traditional practices but in fact is an attribute 
which is aiding its decline. Other problems such as current government 
legislation, evangelical churches, exposure to factors through tourism and 
globalisation are all influences which are making a worrying contribution to 
traditional decline. Extensive disparity of syncretism and other cultural 
alterations within small regions alone mean that an overall analysis of cultural 
trends in the country as a whole cannot be produced.  
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Introduction  

Part 1: Project Overview 

The Fijian people, over a long period of time, have not had control of their own 
authority. A population subject to British colonial rule for little under a century 
and currently controlled by an interim military government which was formed 
after the country’s fourth coup in two decades. They have been denied a 
democratic right to vote until 2014, after expecting a general election in 2009 in 
addition to strict official censorship legislation focusing on the country’s media 
which was introduced in the same year. Regulations were further tightened with 
the introduction of a decree relating to media ownership in 2010. In the face of 
political uncertainty and economic collapse, the potency of religious belief has 
been intensified with the rise in evangelical churches and movements, 
strengthening Christian faith and control. 

Fiji is a country which, similar to other Pacific countries, has retained traditional 
and aesthetic rituals and practices at the centre of its indigenous society. These 
ceremonies serve many benefits and retain societal structure within the 
communities in which they are practiced. From the 1830s onwards, forced 
acculturation and religious conversion was imposed on native Fijians through 
the actions of European missionaries operating within the broader context of 
economic colonisation. In the act of substituting belief systems, a variety of 
Christian denominations have subsequently displaced indigenous cultural 
practice. It has been said that due to the recent political turbulence and the 
resulting educational and economic impoverishment of many communities, the 
current orthodox Christian faith may perhaps reflect the need for emotional and 
social resilience in a politically troubled nation. Additionally, with limited 
expression in the media, there are fewer modes within which to express or share 
societal or individual anxieties. 

In the face of repression and imposed alien systems of governance and belief, a 
revivalist movement has prompted organisations to form to preserve and 
reassert indigenous modes and practices. Paralleling the incursion of culture and 
instability of the state, a revival of indigenous culture and ritual has occurred, 
possibly reflecting a fear of the Fijian past and cultural identity being forgotten in 
an increasingly globalised world 

“Pacific Islands religions, economic systems and other key elements of 
culture were either suppressed or destroyed and replaced by European 
ones. This naturally led to the loss of self respect and diminishing 
confidences among the Pacific Islanders…at constitutional independence 
between 1962 and the 1980s, Pacific islanders began to reassert their 
eroding cultural identities and reactivate some aspects of their lost or 
suppressed traditions and cultures in order to discover themselves once 
more” (Lawson, 1996,:1) 

This cultural backlash has taken form in festivals and cultural programmes 
displaying the arts and works generated and developed within Fiji, and 
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exhibiting aspects which root the work specifically in the Pacific, and to Fiji. 
It has also been reported to be manifesting beyond stages and in 
communities themselves. Reports have appeared stating that villages were 
reintroducing rituals that had gone out of practice and communities were 
returning to old formats of conducting societal transactions. This 
revivalism of rooted indigenous culture can be either viewed as a 
“Renaissance of Indigenous cultural representations in arts as well as in 
social life more generally, particularly in the context of post colonial 
regeneration”, or alternatively “…the “invention of tradition” especially the 
way in which contemporary “neo-traditional” formulations have been used 
as a means of legitimating certain forms of political authority”(Lawson, 
1996 :iii) 

From the collision of two cultures in an economically and politically poignant 
time, rises the issue of syncretism. Generally defined as the blending of two 
cultures to create its own, complementing and operating with components from 
both, syncretism has developed and become implemented through religion and 
culture due to colonisation and globalisation.   

 
 “…European imperial dominance not as a temporary repression of subject 
populations but as a irrevocable process of transmutation in which old 
desires and ways of life were destroyed and new ones took their place- a 
story of change without historical precedent in its speed, global scope and 
pervasiveness” (Asad, 1991:314) 

This has further impact in relation to the geographical and regional dominance of 
particular religious sects. Specific Christian denominations tend to hold sway 
over particular provinces or tikinas. This sequence of historical development has 
been responsible for widely disparate patterns in the survival and integration of 
traditional indigenous Fijian ritual practices and in the varying forms assumed 
by post colonial cultures across Fiji. 
 
To clarify my intended meaning of indigenous, I shall use the example of the 
explanation provided by The International Labour Organisation. Their definition 
outlines the term as referring to…. 

a tribal people in independent countries whose social , cultural and 
economic conditions distinguish them from other sections of the national 
community and whose identity is determined wholly or partially by their 
own customs or traditions whose status is regulated by laws or 
regulations. (Koroturaga, 1995:47) 

 

Report Origins and Epistemology 

My interests in these issues have grown from my own experience of working in 
the country. After leaving school, in 2008, I took part in a volunteering 
programme and given a placement, teaching in a rural village on the border of 
the provinces of Rewa and Naitasiri. It was during my time in the country that I 
learnt of and furthered my understanding of the acculturation and hybridity in 
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performance and cultural practice. I attended the funeral of a highly ranked chief, 
Tui Levuka, while in Levuka. The event appeared to be entirely aesthetically 
Fijian in its conduction and ceremony. I was restricted by protocol including not 
tying my hair up and not wearing cosmetics or jewellery, I was not allowed to 
carry a bag on my shoulder. Local men dressed as warriors guarded the body of 
the chief twenty four hours a day and blew conches to signify the people’s 
mourning. After the ceremony, I enquired as to whether chiefs were entitled to 
Christian funerals if they desired, only be informed that what I had witnessed 
had been a Methodist service. Not only was there a large cultural and religious 
conjunction of ceremonies, but it was clear that customs and ritual regulations 
differed depending on which island or community in which the ceremony was 
performed. 

 Additionally, through the duration of my stay in Fiji, the more acquainted I 
became with my Fijian friends and colleagues, the more they began to reveal 
information about their lives, situations and anxieties about the contemporary 
state of the nation. There were many rumours of torture of journalists and those 
opposed to the government but in a country so adamant to display itself to the 
tourist market as a peaceful paradise.  

 
Contact with western civilisation has not only brought peace and harmony 
among the indigenous people of Fiji, it has also introduced foreign 
elements that have caused persisting and endemic problems…The 
indigenous people of Fiji are struggling against the existing new socio-
economic and political orders which have continued to challenge and 
threaten their traditional systems and thus their survival. (Ravuvu, 1995:1) 

The significance of the timing of my research is that the current political and 
economic climate is problematic and tense, and is producing further weighty 
repercussions on the country’s culture. Several significant events occurred 
during my period of research in Fiji. The Australian diplomat and Acting High 
Commissioner, Sarah Roberts, was forced to leave the country due to very 
strained political relations and her being accused of maliciously tampering in 
Fijian affairs. The Police Commissioner, Commodore Esala Teleni, due to 
economic corruption and religious manipulation was forced to resign, and there 
was an overhaul of the educational syllabus affecting the teaching of indigenous 
culture. Drafts of the reintroduced Village bye-laws were being submitted 
amongst villages. Elders and chiefs of Naitasiri province followed the example of 
other provinces and were pressured into conducting an official ceremonial 
apology to the country’s Prime Minister for opposing his Government and the 
previous coup. Their opposition has led to the government cutting aid and 
development in these regions, a decision which can be reversed only by the 
making of an open apology. 

Aims  and Objectives 
 
The crux of this research is to explore traditions, customs or beliefs which 
contain foreign or Christian components, and to consider where traditional 
views or practices are not performed, the root of their decline, taking into 
account the geographical variations in their practice. This project seeks to 
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answer questions of how acculturation has affected or developed indigenous 
cultural forms. The analysis takes in the consideration of factors such as the 
tourist industry, governmental decisions on law and education, globalisation 
including urbanisation, history of Pacific colonisation and the several waves of 
Christianisation. 
 
This project intends to examine some highly topical aspects of contemporary 
socio-political change, largely through the medium of performance and placed 
firmly within the post colonial context. I wish to analyse regional differences in 
the ways in which European colonial influence and traditional indigenous 
practices have been integrated and more specifically, the extent to which these 
patterns of acculturation have historically been influenced by the particular 
Christian denominations which have been active in the region concerned. In 
relation to festivals and the dance and arts scene developing mostly in Suva city, 
I hope to consider how postcolonial forms of performance have developed and 
how they are affecting traditional modes of performance.  
 
The analysis of syncretic forms can be viewed in three categories. The first of 
which refers to what can conventionally be defined as performance, such as 
traditional dances. The second is ritual and ceremonies and, lastly, social conduct 
and protocol.   

I think it is important to note that this work is produced from observations, 
experience and encounters. I hold no particular religious affiliation and, as a 
result, have been able to remain open minded and objective in my writing 
regarding religious matters. I am also aware that I am studying and viewing 
Fijian culture and life, as an outsider and therefore may have interpreted some 
topics as such, though I have tried to remain as neutral and objective as possible.  

Personal interests in culture and politics and my emotional affiliation to the 
country and its people, whom I encountered, motivated me to return and analyse 
the extent of the alteration to Fijian indigenous culture. I often despaired at the 
futility of the situation and although this report and my work will not alter 
anything in Fiji, it highlights and raises issues and problems. Few people have 
any interest in the South Pacific. It is not a region that repeatedly appears in our 
media but is too often displayed as a fragile site in relation to global warming or 
the perfect location for a wedding. Because the country is not in violent conflict, 
it is easy to forget about its colonial past and ignore the implications of the 
British legacy, in addition to the tense contemporary political climate. As well as 
being informative on anthropological issues such as syncretism and post 
colonialism, I hope this report serves, for any who read it, as a reminder that Fiji 
is a culturally evolving country, whose cultural forms and artistic works display a 
country which is still dealing with its conflicted history. 

 Methodology   

To attempt a national analysis and to gather as much information as possible, I 
planned to visit thirteen of the fourteen provinces. Initially, the Lau island group 
was excluded due to its Tongan influences and its geographical distance, which 
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was similar to Rotuma, in that it is an island which was not easily accessible. The 
Yasawa and Manauca island groups were also avoided due to their general 
orientation towards tourists.  

Once invited or entering into villages, I would present a sevusevu to the chief and 
then be permitted to interview villagers. I attempted to speak to a variety of 
villagers, including authority figures such as the turaga and elders as well as 
younger generations. I discussed local methods of conducting ritual, the 
performance of regional dances and investigated aspects of cultural syncretism 
evident in their communities. It was important to obtain knowledge of which 
was the most prevalent religion in practice in the village as well as any other 
denominations followed by village members. It was also important to interrogate 
whether these religions had impacted on their own knowledge, practices or 
traditions. I posed questions on their knowledge of the community’s 
geographical migration in the past and if they knew who their Vu and tauvutaki 
were. It was also essential to know if they believed or worshipped their Vu. I 
enquired as to their regional or community’s unique cultural practices, such as 
their individual tabus or processes in the official offering of yaqona, in addition to 
all community rules and protocol to which they adhered. Superstition was also a 
topic involved in the interviews and the level of caution that was created in their 
lives as a result. Hierarchy and legitimate forms of authority and social ranking 
were analysed through such enquiries as to who would receive a sevu. It was also 
important to consider if they had noted change and how they felt about imposed 
societal change. I enquired as to whether church attendance had altered in the 
past few years, or whether rituals had become redundant or been reintroduced. I 
also questioned what they felt about the Government’s proposed introduction of 
village bye-laws as well as the inclusion of human rights.  

In analysing performances, I had to obtain information of, or through 
observation view, mekes. Mekes are regionally specific. If adhering to Gundlach’s 
criteria for assessing dance, there are four determinants to consider when 
viewing mekes. Firstly,  identifying who the performers and participants are and 
the numbers involved. Secondly, is viewing the types, methods and techniques 
employed including state of awareness, additional props or costumes. 
Determinate three is concerned with the immediate and specific aims of the 
performance which refers to concrete circumstances such as the event of time, 
for example, healing dances. The last factor to take into consideration is indirect 
aims which are not necessarily directly linked to the event itself – for example, 
re-enforcing community bonds. Of course, it is also essential to know if the 
village knows the narrative within their mekes, the events at which it would be 
performed and how stylistically it varies from other communities’ performances. 

 
There remains a difficulty in researching the comparative analysis and 
development from pre to post colonial Fijian culture due to lack of, or biased 
documentation and issues connected to oral tradition. A great source of 
information and help to me was the archives of the Pacific Collection at the 
library of the University of the South Pacific which contains the most extensive 
collection of literature on these subjects.  
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Limitations 

I was presented with several obstacles that came to my attention while out in the 
field. First of all, women would often be reluctant to divulge information to me, 
especially about spiritual matters and would direct me to speak to the men. 
Generally, Fijian people are very proud and the men very conservative, especially 
when conversing to a young female such as myself. It became apparent that if I 
asked a question and the answer was not known, instead of admitting that they 
did not possess the knowledge, they would rather lie to provide the answer or 
suggest that what I was looking for did not exist. In these cases I would ask other 
members of the community, although the younger generations and people that 
had married into the community also had limited knowledge. In some cases 
there was apprehension about discussing the Vu, as particular local belief 
dictated that to explain the identity of the Vu would result in the Vu’s revenge. 
This occurred on two occasions and in both communities I abandoned enquiries 
on the subject but noted that the community recognised the Vu as a present 
authority.  

Language barriers occasionally caused confusion during interviews as either the 
question was not fully comprehended or I struggled to understand their 
response. On several occasions I was aware that stories were being exaggerated 
apparently in an attempt to impress their foreign visitor.  

I was aiming to visit village communities and was invited to settlements on four 
occasions which disrupted my schedule, particularly as it emerged that these 
communities are merely decades old and made up of Fijian people from varying 
provinces. As a result, they did not possess their own local rooted culture. Due to 
time constraints and available contacts, I often failed to attend villages in a 
diverse area of provinces so that my data is mainly from grouped geographical 
areas. Although I was attempting solely to observe practices, I was always 
involved in the offering of the sevusevu to the chief and, while in Valecina, I was 
invited to participate in their Methodist soli performance. In these cases, 
therefore, I was not able to provide footage for this report’s accompanying film. 

There were some aspects of Fijian practices, beliefs and even political events of 
which I was not aware until they were mentioned to me, and often quite far into 
the research process. I did not know there was a circumcision custom until I had 
been in the country for seven weeks and then did not feel it polite to ask about if 
it was being conducted when visiting later villages. Generally, people spoke very 
freely about their villages and even their spirituality, but there was often a 
definite censored or even tense response if conversion entered a political realm.   

My biggest obstruction of all was a concept, self acknowledged by the Fijians, 
known as ‘Fiji time’. This refers to the fact that lateness is not generally 
considered to be a problem; time is not a concern. I would arrange meetings that 
people would not attend, I would attempt to email or contact organisations, only 
to have a response warmly welcoming me into their office, but at a time when I 
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had already returned to the UK. My preoccupation with time restraints was not 
registered with concern by the majority of Fijians with whom I was in contact. 

I managed to visit all planned provinces, with the exception of Kadavu. Days 
before my intended ferry crossing, it became very windy and a storm was 
predicted. Ferries from the mainland to Kadavu island leave weekly and weather 
conditions would have affected other sea crossing such as the route to 
neighbouring Beqa. Due to the risk of being stranded on Kadavu, I made the 
decision to not make the crossing as there was a real possibility of the rest of the 
travelling schedule being seriously disrupted, and I was concerned about the 
impact this would have on my other plans. In turn, time was also an issue. I made 
concerted efforts to obtain as much as knowledge as was relevant and 
practicable in my time with communities, but for a thorough and more extensive 
analysis to be drawn, a much longer period of time would have to be spent 
within each village 
 

Part 2: General Background and Historical Context 
 
Fiji is an archipelago of three hundred and thirty two islands, with a third of 
these land masses being inhabited. “The islands of Fiji were first inhabited about 
three thousand five hundred years ago. Archaeological evidence indicates that 
the original inhabits came from the area around Vanuatu and New Caledonia….” 
(Lal, 1992:4). The indigenous population is a racial mix of Polynesian and 
Melanesian due to “contentious field of folk migration” (Legg, 1958:4). Fiji is a 
country which, apart from possessing white sands and coconut palms, is 
generally known for its people’s respectful manners, formality and etiquette. 
This of course is contrasted with its historically based image and infamy for its 
violence and cruelty. The ancient national cultural practices used in Fiji gave the 
British Empire a opportunity to use cannibalism as a term to apply to every 
“primitive” country and has been used as a term to orientalise or “other”, 
differing nations during its colonising peak.  
 
Village life is generally conservative, and alternative thought is frowned upon 
and deemed threatening as it disrupts encoded boundaries and hierarchies. 
Etiquette, encoded systems, ceremony and ritual are in a sense embedded into 
everyday life, and tradition has a potent relationship to political and social 
authority and legitimacy. The original faiths, although individual to particular 
communities, had a national system and regulations in operation governing the 
worship or consideration of supernatural entities. Animism was, and still is, a 
widespread concept, with natural features such as boulders or trees, containing 
the spirits or presence of ancestral deified Gods known as Kalou Vu. Upon 
contact from missionaries in the early nineteenth century, Europeans struggled 
with the comprehension of the local and national belief systems which they were 
attempting to overthrow. 
 

 “An examination of the religious system of the Fijians is attended 
with considerable difficulty.  Their traditional mythology is dark, 
vague and perplexing. Each island has its own gods, each locality its 
own superstitions and almost each individual his own modification 
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of both. Yet amidst all this confusion, there may be traced certain 
main tracks of belief, appearing again and again from among the 
undefined legends – wild, or puerile or filthy – in which they are 
often lost” (Calvert, 1985:215) 

 
Native1  Fijian belief also has totemic aspects, as particular animals have 
superstition and value attached to their appearance. The Vu also have the ability 
to transform shape. If a particular Vu has the potential to adapt to a multiplicity 
of identities, then they can take the form of animals, humans and sea life. As in 
society, the spiritual realm also possessed a hierarchy. 
 

…Host of other gods associated with particular occupation or belonged to 
localities, even families. The god of the tribe attracts the most reverence as 
it is a deified ancestor as a whole and gained different treatment to that of 
spirits, as it was offered gifts. Gifts were only offered to spirits as to 
fallstall malevolence as they had caused illness or disease…. Spirit world 
was constantly recruited from the souls of the deported, and spirit 
worship was thus closely connected to ancestor worship (Legg, 1958:8) 

Previously, ceremonies would be attached to feast preparation, house building, 
formation of alliances, as well as the creation and launching war canoes. Now, 
events that continue to authorise rituals are births, coming of age, marriage, 
death, peace making and official apologies.  

Fiji was ceded to Great Britain in 1874, and faced almost a century of 
irreversible and drastic changes to every facet of society and institution 
possible.  

Fiji entered the twentieth century firmly tethered to colonial 
policies put in place in the late nineteenth century. The structures of 
Fiji’s economy, polity and society were fixed by decisions made soon 
after the reluctant but unconditional cession of the islands to Great 
Britain on 10 October 1874. (Lal, 1992:3) 

 
In introduction of indentured labourers from India further complicated the 
situation, and racial conflicts and divides have been the root cause in some 
political coups. 
 
 The superimposition of colonialism, capitalism and western lifeways  
  on traditional practices of land, tenure, legitimate authority and 
  distribution of resources has often made Fijians feel that both their 
  cultural autonomy and their traditional lifeways have been 
  compromised by accommodating groups they still consider to be 
  guests in their country (Becker, 1995:15).  
 
The Fijian Bureau of Statistics states that in 2007, 58% of the population were of 
Christian aligned faith which accounted for 99.2% of the indigenous population. 

                                                 
1
 I would like to outline my intended use of the word “native” due to it standing as a contested term 

with various negative connotations attached. Native will be used as a term to souly refer to indigenaity 

and the original culture and peoples of the country in question. 
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Of them, 66.6% were Methodist, 13.3 were Catholic and 6.2% belonged to the 
Assemblies of God. The independence of Fiji in 1970 coincided with the influx of 
new churches, Pentecostal and evangelical movements mostly originating from 
America. At the time in which people had a chance to regain and redefine the 
country, it was overwhelmed by a wave of a vigorous form of Christianity and 
western religious styles. At a council meeting I attended in Navua, Namosi, a 
council member, commented… “After the coup, there was no one to look up to. 
They joined the church due to what they were facing. The same is happening 
now”. One issue is that Fiji’s return to independence was not the result of a 
revolution and a rejection of a ruling power. they were given independence and 
their connection and apparent affection for England has barely changed. One 
very apparent aspect that helped my research was that I am from the 
“Motherland”. 
 
Context of Pacific Colonisation 
 
The first documented contact between Fijians and Europeans, was in the 
seventeenth century and involved traders and explorers.  Contact continued 
intermittently for the next two centuries with ship deserters, escaped Australian 
criminals, beach combers and missionaries. (Quanchi 1993: 47).  
 

A new Christian faith also spread rapidly after it was introduced by agents of the 
London Missionary society in Tahiti in 1797. As a result of these increasing 
contacts with the outside world, by the middle of the nineteenth century, white 
people were no longer novelties and no longer perceived as ancestors returning 
in a new colour but permanent fixtures (Lal, 1992:8) 
 

The Christian faith arrived in Fiji in1835 when the Wesleyan missionaries 
William Cargill and David Cross reached the islands from Tonga (Lal, 1992: 9). 
The Tongan chief, Tupou, was converted to Methodism and so sponsored 
Wesleyan missionaries to travel to the islands. Tupou had supported the 
powerful chief Cakenbau in the battle of Kaba against Rewa in 1855. In gratitude 
Cakobau adopted Christianity and also gave himself the title of Tui Viti (king of 
Fiji) which, with addition of his Christian conversion.  
 

 subsequently espoused the cause of British colonisation in Fiji and was a 
leading chief when the island group became part of the British empire in 
1874. Chiefs who resented the rising power of Cakobau on Taveuni or 
inland Vitilevu directed their people to Catholicism.”(Quanchi 1993: 76) 

 
 It is important to highlight, that there was no war as such, in Britain’s 
colonisation of the Fiji islands. When the house of an American consulate was 
burnt down by neighbouring Fijians, the consul demanded extortionate 
compensation, which could not be paid. Fiji’s cession to the British was so that 
the $40,000 debt could be paid off. (Thompson, 1940:153) 
 
Christian conversion and, subsequently, colonisation was achieved by various 
means including the suppression of  native customs and culture. 
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Missionary work and religion disintegrated indigenous practice by 
attacking it as superstition/heathenism to justify the civilising mission. 
Hegemonic control from colonisers and employed as a means of resistance 
by the colonised. (Ashcroft, 2001: 18)  

 
Due to the self-assumed superiority of the British missionaries, they continued 
their destruction of Fijian culture despite the fact that they did encounter some 
criticism 

 
“…when a native yields to the purer influence of Christianity he bids 
farewell to the nocturnal dance and a knowledge of the above fact will 
enable those to form a better judgement whom have condemned the 
practice of the missionaries in discountenancing the native dances…” 
(Calvert, 1985:117) 

Missionaries also treated conversion as the discovery of the intrinsic Christianity 
of the Fijians which was being revealed to them. The “light” that was brought by 
Christian missionaries was perceived not as a violation of pre-existing practices, 
but as a means by which the Fijians could come to truly understand their own 
identity which their own faith had concealed. (Lawson, 1996: 55) In addition to 
this, Christians also described the diseases which the Europeans had brought to 
the country, as an act of God. In 1875, measles killed 25% of the population, 
although two years previously, the population had been recorded as only two 
hundred thousand. The population further declined, and in 1921 was recorded 
as eighty four thousand, five hundred people. (Legg, 1958: 266) It is a well 
attested fact that native people frequently blamed epidemics on the Christian 
god. In Raratonga, an epidemic of dysentery in 1830 killed a seventh of the 
population, and in two districts “… which had manifested much opposition to the 
advancement of godliness… nearly everyone died…the missionaries encouraged 
the belief that this was a punishment” (Thrupp, 1962: 128). 
 
Literacy and education were successfully assumed to contribute to the broader 
aims of conversion. Missionaries promoted the ideas of the link between 
education and salvation as a fundamental premise and that literacy was the key 
to civilisation.  
 

“The effect and rapidity of European re-education varied. 
Replacement of traditional clothes with long skirts – the 
abolishment of hair dye, painted and adorned faces was taken up 
quickly but not in hill tribes as costume conveyed societal roles – 
also when fishing, traditional clothes were worn. If one wanted to 
be well educated or work for the government, they would have to 
conform to European wear” (Lawson, 1996: 93) 

 
Colonisation institutionally unified Fiji with the first general Council of Chiefs 
being the foremost symbol of homogenised Fijian tradition. Native 
administration was organised to run along side the colonial government, 
allowing Fijian local councils a form of indirect rule. (Lawson,1991:60). Although 
the actions of the Britain have been extremely detrimental in the attempted 
abolition of their rooted culture and way of life, contemporary Fijians generally 
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still remember the British kindly for bringing them education, medicine and 
Jesus. 
 
 

Chapter 1: Acceptance and Syncretism 
  
Syncretism 
Before I can discus the syncretic forms with which I came into contact, it is vital 
to provide a thorough explanation of syncretism and how this relates to the post 
colonial state of the Fiji Islands.  
 
Syncretism is a term that contains several aspects that need to be addressed so 
as to clarify my intentions and the context of the use of the word. The word has 
been subject to an evolution through history, referring to specific and differing 
faiths and forms during various centuries. In the seventeenth century it was used 
in relation to Christian sects such as Protestantism, whereas by the following 
century, it was a term associated with a corruption of combinations of religious 
components or “false religions”. During the nineteenth century it was used in 
relation to non prophetic religions and connoted with tribal societies and third 
world “cults” (Eliade 1958: 95). The generally accepted modern definition goes 
as follows: 

 
 Syncretism is the fusion of two distinctive traditions to produce a new 
distinctive whole…In a broad sense syncretism is usually understood as a 
merging of gods or of cults and it thus forms part of the interaction of 
cultures. But the term I hardly need to stress has been widely used and has 
lost any clear outlines it may have had (Budick 1996: 37) 

 
This interaction of culture in a religious context would perhaps refer to the 
blending of symbols and collaboration of beliefs or practical processes: the 
synergy of duel religious systems simultaneously co-existing and interacting 
within one form. Cross cultural exchange, cultural synergy, transculturation, 
interculturality or hybridity are also relevant terms and theories that are 
associated with this issue. 
 
Mircea Eliade in his book, Patterns of Comparative Religion, points out that due to 
the rarity of theories produced “…that might stipulate exactly what is 
constitutative of “religious” boundaries…”, it is often difficult to define what 
counts as syncretistic and a breach of those boundaries. (Eliade,1958: 94).  
 
I spoke with Dr. Lynda Newland, a senior lecturer from the Social Anthropology 
department from the University of the South Pacific, about my work and my 
investigation into various forms of syncretism which manifest in Fiji. Dr. 
Newland brought to my attention the inherent complexities associated with the 
word syncretism. The concept not only focuses on the combination and duel 
operation of practice and beliefs, but also puts emphasis on the origins of these 
intertwined cultures. This emphasis of separate origins does not allow socio-
political context to be taken into account or how or why the cultural merging has 
occurred. “The modern notion of religious syncretism, then has been primarily a 
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category that describes the relationship between the discursive and non 
discursive religious practices of an antithetically constructed “other” and those 
of an ethnocentric “us” – historically, some form of Christianity” (Eliade, 1958: 95) 
 
 
It is important to understand that the colonial upheaval which Fiji has undergone 
has resulted in assimilated practices. 
 

The urge to rework described actions in another medium in the form of a 
masquerade or dance brings us closer to a phenomenon which is 
characteristic of cross culture encounter in general and can be termed with 
reference to Michael Taussig, “the mimesis of alterity”… cultures in contact 
transact symbolic exchanges in a theatrical mode. The memesis of alterity, 
the urge to become the other… the mimetic responses range from simple 
imitation of gestures or the exchange of clothes to complete adoption of, and 
absorption into the other culture. (Balme 1999:42) 

 
In the case of attempted understanding, semiotics and cultural codes are 
used or appropriated by one culture to connect with another. A connection 
can be produced much more easily if there are already some cultural 
crossovers or parallels apparent. Some indigenous societies saw similarities 
in the Bible with their own eschatological myths. The resurrection of the 
dead preached by the missionaries was already a familiar concept to them 
due to widespread concepts of cosmological reversals inherent in their 
legends (Burridge, 1969:50) 
 
 
Provincial Variation 
  
To explore the varying impact of syncretism, the nature of regional culture which 
is present in Fiji must be explained. Before the country’s colonisation, the Fiji 
islands were a set of segregated regions, operating independently from one 
another. The practice of cannibalism and the consumption of enemies meant that 
this societal isolation produced regionally developed practices which differed 
from those of neighbouring communities. James Calvert, a pioneering Methodist 
missionary, spent eighteen years working in Fiji, from 1838 to 1856. During his 
time there, he produced several books outlining the movements of missionaries 
and the customs and ways of the native peoples 
 

The government of Fiji, before the last hundred years was probably patriarchal, 
or consisted of many independent  states, having little intercourse, and many of 
them, no political connection with each other; mutual dread tending to detach 
the various tribes, and keep them asunder. The great variety in dialects spoken, 
the comparative ignorance of some of the present kingdoms about each other, 
and the existence until now of a kind of independence in some of the smaller 
divisions of the same state, countenance the above supposition. (Calvert 
1985:18) 

 

Calvert outlines the fractured structure of Fijian communities by examining 
their linguistic and political connections. This structure meant that the 
colonisation of Fiji was relatively easy as the country lacked socio-political 
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unity and the fact that no sense of national polity existed. Calvert later goes 
on to give examples of regional disparities in customs. For example, due to 
the concept of mana and its attachment to the head, various customs were 
formed which he outlines. In Somosomo, only the chief and two high chiefs 
may use a sunshade, In Lakeba, only the king may wear the “gauze like 
turban” during the day. In Bau, the chief may only wear masi with a train and 
ornaments for the neck and breast are only reserved for chiefs (Calvert 1984: 
24). Although these particular customs are not practiced in contemporary 
Fiji, there are still obvious stylistic, performative and cultural differences 
which are identified with particular areas. And although these customs are 
varying, there is still an essential premise at the core of all of them. Captain 
James Wilson discuses this point and stated that… 
 

…Like the native of Africa whom they in person and generally resemble, 
they are divided into numerous tribes and are distinguished by various 
languages; yet there is a striking sameness in their customs, even of those 
remotely separated and they all differ essentially from the nation that 
occupies the numerous smaller islands of this oceans(Adams, 1993:13) 

 

Wilson visited Fiji in the late eighteenth century and observed that though 
communities had developed their own culture, these cultures all seemed to 
stem from the same principals, and so there existed a trend of reoccurring 
factors in all Fijian provinces. 
 
Regional disparity in culture can be easily analysed in customs and forms specific 
to dance. First of all there are variants in what is a recognised as a respectable 
quality in dance. What gains admiration or respect in mekes in Lau is the quantity 
of dancers, whereas other areas prioritise the quality of the performance and the 
skills exhibited. Particular regions will be known for their clapping styles or their 
speeds of movement and the narrative within the dance which represent 
histories or stories, relevant to that community specifically. The provincial 
variation in consideration to performance can also be applied in the way that 
rituals, customs and traditional beliefs are conducted or considered. For instance, 
the Fijian creation story revolves around the head Vu, Degei. Various 
communities will have differing stories about him, conflicting ideas of what he 
looks like, while other areas would not even recognise him as a legitimate Vu at 
all. Through interviews I conducted, I found that, in Navolau in Ra, they claimed 
direct descendancy from him but spoke of him as a human and a great historical 
figure. However, only a few miles away in Rakiraki village, they described him as 
possessing the top half of a man with a giant snake from the waist down. Then 
again, in Galoa in Serua province, he was explained as a giant snake with a large 
diamond in his forehead. A comparative analysis of regional ideas on an 
individual concept shows the very wide range of interpretation which co-exist in 
the same country. 
 
What has exacerbated regional differences in modern Fiji is the political and 
economic state. Commodore Josaia Voreqe Bainimarama, the Prime Minister of 
Fiji, commonly known as Frank, imposed economic impoverishment when he 
froze development and aid to provinces which did not support the political coup 
which brought him to power. Bainimarama openly stated that provinces which 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commodore_%28rank%29
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opposed the government did not want the best for Fiji, so as a result would not 
receive development. Provinces to have received help have done so at the 
expense of regions that were hostile to the last take-over. The economic disparity 
has had a knock on affect onto cultural and religious factors, such as the 
affordability of some customs. 
 
The geographical location of a community is a important contributing factor in 
this study as it has further implications in terms of the influence to which its 
culture is exposed.  This includes its distance from urban areas and primarily, 
which Christian denomination is dominant and in control within the individual 
village as well as the province as a whole. These factors significantly affect the 
survival of customs.  

 
Syncretic Forms 
The first form I wish to discuss is the subject of Fijian origin myths and the 
problem with oral history. Waisake Ratu Koroturaga explains forms of 
preservation of fact within oral and performative methods.  
 

…we passed down our history in various ways – word of mouth from parents 
to children, via the meke or action song which our people used to compose to 
register the history of our people. It is the names of people which were passed 
down from our ancestors to newest generations. This word- of –mouth means 
passing information has given us a history from time immemorial (Koroturaga, 
1995:19 ) 

 

It also provides a real potential for facts to be altered, as the opinions of the 
generations through which they pass change. Within the same text, 
Koroturaga goes on to explain how the Fijian people came to populate the 
Islands. His version of the migration details a figure named as Tura, who 
came from Israel, travelling through North Africa with his son, Degei and 
then voyaging across the world to Fiji. Tura was transporting the Old 
Testament but lost it in the sea during the crossing. Traditionally, Degei is the 
original Vu and the creator of humans, but within this story, he is the son of a 
travelling Jew bringing part of the bible. I was shown Koroturaga’s book by a 
land owner in Delanevesi, who swore to the truth of the story because it 
contained information on Fijian oral systems of recording and it was all 
contained in a book, an imported system of recording. I had never been 
aware of this myth and was ultimately confused about the inclusion of Degei, 
as I had come to understand him as the Fijian origin of humankind. As I was 
perplexed, I asked, if Degei was the son, did that mean his father Tura was 
the first human and creator? I was promptly laughed at and told that Adam 
and Eve were the original humans. Cultural and religious legends had been 
blended together to allow both the colonial imposed faith and indigenous 
belief simultaneously to make sense. In this version, Degei remained a figure 
in a story of the populating of Fiji, but was only brought to the country 
because of his Christian based mission. 
 
In Ba province, stories paralleling angels and the Vu became a reccurring aspect 
in my interviews. In all three villages which I visited, Narewa, Namotomoto and 
Nailaga, all described to me stories or their concepts of Vu, in which they were 
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similar to or the same being as the Christian concept of angels. In Namotomoto, 
they explained that Lutumailagi was their Vu, a name which translated into 
English means “fell from heaven”. This Vu lived as a man in the village and 
contained such great mana, that when birds flew over his head, (which tampers 
with the taboos attached to the head) he would point at the bird which would fall 
to the ground dead. The neighbouring village of Narewa also mentioned 
Lutumailagi. They told a story of seven angels that fell to earth, each landing in 
different Pacific countries. The one that fell to Fiji landed in Nadi, which is the 
adjacent town. The Fijian angel was called Lutumailagi. Lastly in Nailaga, the 
strongly Methodist family with whom I stayed, although they believed in the Vu, 
decided to ignore them and disagreed with their worship as they considered 
them evil. They explained that when Lucifer fell from Heaven, one third of the 
angels fell with him and these fallen angels were the Vu. Each of these 
communities were relaying theories of supernatural entities that collaborated 
both Christian and indigenous views and concepts. 
 
Ritual and Ceremony based 
 
It is also necessary to address practice-based forms of syncretism and the 
variations that appear within different denominations. Fiji currently has many 
different denominations and sects of Christianity in operation. I tried to attend as 
many as possible and realised that the majority of churches bore no sign, in their 
practices, beliefs, texts or place of worship that they were connected with any 
Fijian customs. Assemblies of God, All Nations Church of Fiji, Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
Mormons, Christian Mission Fellowship, Ebenezer Tabernacle and Apostles 
Gospel Outreach Fellowship all worshipped in locations which aesthetically did 
not even indicate that they were in the Pacific. Every year, more breakaway or 
obscure faiths are introduced, including a Coptic Orthodox church in Taveuni 
which is part of Egyptian Christianity, as well as more cult oriented groups such 
as the Alefa Church and the Church of the Lost Arc. Denominations which 
contained aspects and practices of Fiji’s original faith were sects which had been 
in the country for the longest period of time, such as the Methodists, Catholics 
and Anglicans. 
 
Robbie David Floyd defines ritual as “a patterned repetitive and symbolic Robbie 
David Floyd defines ritual as “a patterned repetitive and symbolic enactment of a 
cultural belief or value… its primary purpose is transformation” (Grimes, 2004: 
122) and Spencer Walsh in his analysis of the functions of Fijian rituals, identifies 
that ritual promoted health, prosperity of community, promoted solidarity, 
recognised traditional hierarchy (Walsh, 2010:1). The inclusion of such 
community activity in Fijian society is a significant practice for the collective. 
Altered ceremonies I viewed could be placed within three separate categories. 
Firstly, a Christian ritual which has Fijian aspects included, such as a Baptism. 
Secondly, a Fijian Ritual with Christian aspects included and lastly, global 
ceremonies such as funerals and weddings. These perhaps have the biggest 
potential to see cultural syncretism manifest, bearing in mind that they have no 
specific origin for this kind of ritual. Some of the most basic Fijian ceremonies 
now contain or display imported aspects in the form of Christian practices or 
feature European properties. Since Christianity arrived, it has now induced the 



 20 

inclusion of prayers within the acceptance speech of tabua or yaqona. Although 
primarily serving as a negotiatory ceremony for a community’s acceptance, now 
the practice has been somewhat hijacked and includes a request for God’s 
blessing during protocol. In the majority of sevusevus in which I was involved, the 
villages that officially received my yaqona offering also asked for God’s help in 
aiding them to help me with my research. 
 
 
The grave sites in which I was allowed to enter, the largest belonging to Levuka 

on the island of 
Ovalau and Suva city 
cemetery, displayed 
many grave 
monuments with 
syncretic rites and 
symbols. It is a 
tradition to decorate 
a grave with a canopy 
or colourful cloth and 
ribbons. It provides a 
symbolic shelter and 
aids the restful sleep 
of the dead. The site is 
redecorated on the 
fourth night after the 
burial, again on the 
tenth night, and lastly, 
one hundred nights 
since the funeral. 
Though many of the 
graves had 
headstones or were 
inscribed with 
Christian sentiments, 
they were still 
respected with 
traditional customs of 
death. The grave 

pictured, is a burial situated near Loreto on Ovalau. Its construction and 
adornments are traditional, and is even covered in masi cloth, but the flower 
garland at the front is in the form of a Christian cross and, as such, is a site in 
which combinatory cultures are fused to respect the dead. The concept of 
cemeteries, one collective site in which anyone can be buried, is an idea 
introduced by Europeans. The concept of Fijian burial, due to notions of the 
vanua, meant that originally, Fijians were buried within the foundations of their 
home or within their village boundaries (Ravuvu, 1988:10). The new village 
byelaws introduced by the Government, state that it is now illegal to be buried 
within villages for reasons of health and safety.  
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Syncretism in visual form is not prevalent within the Methodist faith. With 
minimal decoration and less performative religious rituals, there is less 
opportunity for visual syncretism to occur. Catholicism on the other hand has an 
abundance of syncretic forms. 
 
Catholicism 
Catholicism is a Christian denomination which inherently involves a large 
amount of symbolism and ritual. The physical aspect and extensive imagery 
intrinsic to this form of Christianity, with the additional factor of its having been 
practiced in the country for such a long time has resulted in there being space for 
the faith to assimilate and include certain aspects of Fijian culture.  This was then 
further developed after the Second Vatican Council of 1962, which led to the 
introduction of sermons and texts in Fijian languages rather than Latin, and the 
opportunity for local tradition to be included in liturgies. However, there is 
controversy inherent in the mixing of practices one hundred and twenty years 
after an imposed culture has already been introduced, as the inclusion of 
tradition is not necessarily accepted by the congregation. The tabua at 
communion was introduced at Taveuni’s Wairiki Catholic Mission. Father John 
Crispin estimated that 40% of the congregation were opposed to its introduction 
as they claimed that the object was for ceremonies and not for church. The 
combinatory presence of colonial and indigenous custom could not be accepted 
as co-existing or complimentary practice.  
 
Also, in the same parish, Fijian customs were being incorporated into other 
Christian ceremonies. During funeral mass, before asking God for forgiveness, 
the family of the deceased presented a tabua to free the dead from societal sin 
and community debts that they might have. The practice died out due to the 
expense of tabua. Yaqona was never seen as an appropriate aspect for 
incorporation due to its narcotic and social connotation. 

 
Symbolic base and Protocol within 
Catholic churches  
 
The Pacific Regional Seminary Catholic 
chapel, attached to Stella Maris school, 
located in Fiji’s capital, Suva, is a 
poignant place to begin an exploration 
into the diverse ways that Catholicism 
and national tradition have blended in 
symbolism. Built in 1985, this 
unconventional church is constructed 
with and contains innovative forms of 
syncretic objects and designs built into 
the religious space. Neither appearing 
like a bure or a Christian church but in 
an octagonal shape, all aspects of its 
interior have native Fijian ritual 
components and designs in 
collaboration for the worship of God. 
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Hanging miniature tanoas hold holy water in various parts of the room; each 
wooden pew is engraved with a different Fijian style pattern or design, in 
addition to the building’s pillars, altar and ministry stand. Traditional Fijian art 
work is not associated with paintings but with wooden carvings, which is the 
form in which the   twelve Stations of the Cross are displayed: depicting Jesus 
and the journey to his crucifixion are mounted on the walls. In most Catholic 
churches I had visited, small electrical lights were in use as the altar lamp, but in 
this Seminary chapel, a light within a conch shell produced a red glow, and was 
situated next to the tabernacle which had been shaped like a bure kalou. The 
latter object is the property within the church which I find most significant. The 
bure kalou was the building in which rituals and mediation occurred between the 
village bete and the Vu. To put, what the Catholics view as the representation of 
the presence of God within a bure kalou is surprising to say the least. 
 
A wooden carved statue of a saint was adorned with a salusalu, or garland of 
flowers, as a signifier of respect, and parts of the walls were decorated with 
woven mats. Although this building is an example of modern architectural 
innovation, it is a clear sign that the Catholic faith has continued to appropriate 
authentic design and accepts traditional aesthetics within its own religious space.  
This is not apparent in other buildings of worship.  
 
It was at this church that I attended a monthly communion with the school 
children. As in most rural churches and buildings, all the students removed their 
shoes before entering. Both the priest and the deacon were presented with 
salusalus in which to conduct the communion, by the children in different 
traditional Pacific attire (as pictured above). The clergy’s cassocks were also 
decorated with strips of Fijian designs. The sermon was in English as the priest 
was a New Zealander, and the hymns were sung in English, Tongan and Fijian. 
 
Very similar aspects are apparent in 
the Sacred Heart Catholic Cathedral, 
within the same city. The clergy wore 
masi designs upon vestments, the 
bible stand was covered in tapa and 
figures of Jesus were dressed in 
salusalu. Although the majority of 
stained glass within the cathedral was 
imported from France was 
authentically European in design, the 
central window situated behind the 
altar showed symbols of its Fijian 
connection. The sacred heart is framed by rows of frangipani flowers, and the 
blood of Christ flows into a wooden bowl. This bowl could either be seen as a 
tanoa or a coconut shell and both of these items are associated with the drinking 
of yaqona. The religious sanctity of yaqona and the blood of Jesus are being 
paralleled within this image and therefore is a convergence of religious 
sentiment.  
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Kamave church in Nadroga province contained an array of syncretic forms. A 
statue of Jesus and Mary are placed on either side of the altar beneath a Fijian 
style bure shelter within the church. The thatched roofs and painted native 
designs up the pillars is overtly a traditional structure which houses and infers 

respect for the Son 
of God and his 
mother. . Displayed 
on the back wall of 
the church is a 
picture of the 
current pope, 
Benedict XVI, 
positioned next to 
a hung tabua. 
Large sea shells 
hold holy water 
and, as in many 
rural churches, 
there were no 
pews or any form 
of seating furniture. 
Instead, the floor 
was covered with 
woven mats on 
which the 

congregation could sit. The act of sitting upon the floor is part of Fijian protocol. 
It was explained to me that, in Europe, to visually show respect we stand. Fijian 
etiquette dictates that people sit on the floor which is how most Fijian functions 
are conducted and how all ceremonies are generally performed. Many churches I 
visited connected to Catholic and Methodist denominations did not have pews, 
but had floors covered with woven mats. This is either an indication of financial 
impoverishment as they cannot afford pews, or an active decision that the 
context of religious and respectful worship needs the Fijian practice of being 
seated. Father John Crispin of Wairiki commented that the lack of seats in 
Catholic churches meant that more people could fit into the buildings for prayer. 
The exclusion of chairs from religious buildings provides cultural and practical 
purposes. 
 
In Naiserelagi, Ra province, Saint Francis Xavier Catholic Mission contains a 
mural known as the Black Christ. The painting was created by Jean Charlot in 
1962, at the time of the Second Vatican Council, and is a poignant example of 
symbolic syncretism within the Catholic faith. Crucified Christ is centered with 
dark pigmentation and clothed in a sulu made of decorated masi. He is 
surrounded by local vegetation of yaqona plants, banana and breadfruit trees. 
The picture stretches around three panels and displays both Fijians and Indians 
in their own traditional clothing bringing Jesus offerings such as woven mats and 
tabua. A turtle shaped tanoa is placed by his feet with its husk cord and attached 
shells directed to the focus of honour, as it would be in a yaqona ceremony. The 
image also includes Catholic martyr, Saint Peter Chanel, who was killed while a 
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missionary in the South Pacific. Chanel holds a traditional engraved warclub, 
which is not only a symbol of foreign and domestic cultural unity, but also 
forgiveness, as this was the weapon with which the people of Funtuna killed him.  

 
The reasoning for the integration of Jesus and Fijian culture in this work, 
obviously has a Christian focused message. All images that I encountered in Fiji 
of Jesus presented him as a fair Caucasian man rather than of Middle Eastern 
descent. The Black Christ stands to subvert these images and to make Christ a 
local man, and present Christianity not as the religion of a foreign God who was 
imported by Europeans but a symbol that applies to all races.  
 
Anglican  
I attended the Anglican ordination and installation of the Right Reverend Dr. 
Winston Halapua at the Holy Trinity Cathedral in Suva city. The very “high 
church” ceremony, which similarly to Catholicism, included much ritual and 
symbolism, included cultural integration. Much of the cathedral interior was 
decorated in masi, and conch blowing and the beating of a lali marked the arrival 
of the Archbishop and of other church figures. Fijian stylised vestments were 
worn by clergy, and the Tongan choir wore the traditional Ta'ovala– a woven 
mat worn round the waist to indicate authority and respect. The Rev. Halapua is 
a Tongan, but had spent fifty years aiding and preaching to Polynesian 
communities in New Zealand. This meant that not only was there a distinct 
melding of Christian and Fijian customs, but also the addition of Maori and 
Tongan aspects contributing to the occasion.  
 
 A focal part of the ceremony was the installation, after which particular symbolic 
items were presented to the new bishop. The service programme states “Three 
members of the Diocese representing various ages and interests bring each of the 
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following symbols to the new Bishop of Polynesia” These items include a Pectoral 
cross, the Pounamu Episcopal Ring which serves as “…an instrument of peace 
and reconciliation” so that the new Bishop may “channel of God’s blessing to 
others”. This is presented by a representative from the Samoan community. He is 
then presented with the Cope and Mitre from the Archdeacon of Tonga, to enable 
him to “…minister in the power of the Spirit”. The Bishop then accepts the 
Pastoral Staff from the Fijian Diocesan Secretary, so that he may walk in the 
footsteps of Christ. Lastly, the installation is completed with the offering of the 
Oil of Chrism so that the Bishop may share in healing and anointing. The new 
Bishop and the new Secretary were honoured with a salusalus. 
 
On two occasions in the service, the youth choir situated in the balconies as well 
as young members of the New Zealand Tongan choir performed an action song. 
Dressed all in white, they stood in the aisles and “performed the liturgy”. The 
physical response of movement which corresponds to the lyrics is the format of a 
meke and the repetitive actions and forms of gesture were similar to some meke 
styles. But this performance was clearly not a meke as such, but a Polynesian 
mode in which to express the praise and exultation of the Christian God. Local 
Christians are using their indigenous forms of performance but adapting it to 
relay messages which are meaningful for them in the contemporary.  
 
Speeches were made about the contemporary state of Fiji, and the concern of 
progression and globalisation was raised. “We live in an I-world” was stated in 
relation to i-pods and the advance in technology, which was in accordance with 
the sermon on anti-materialism. “The Pacific is changing. We need leaders who 
deal with changes and help us move forward. A leadership which is more 
modernised and rooted in the Pacific”. This political message acknowledges that 
Fiji is in a culturally transitory position and that careful choices have to be made 
so that not only can Fiji partake in global affairs, but also remains conscious and 
connected to it’s original culture. 
 
Duel belief systems  
So far, I have discussed the Fijian protocol and beliefs which have entered into 
Christian practice, but the effect of Christianity and globalisation has also 
impacted on indigenous faiths. I was unable to visit the island of Gau in the 
Lomaviti island group, but I met marine scientists who had returned from 
conducting research on its reefs. Gau has come to be known as the home of the 
devil within Fiji, as the island shape on a map looks like a misshapen foot print – 
the devil’s footprint upon the earth. The team, which consisted of British, 
American and Australian scientists and divers were in close contact with a 
community on the island, called Somosomo. The village’s sau tabu was their 
original ancestral settlement which is located in a dried-up river bed in the 
jungle. Although the villagers were strictly Methodist, the scientists had to 
provide yaqona offerings and obtain permission from elders from several 
neighbouring villages before they were allowed to enter the jungle. The fear of 
the inhabitants was that the devil’s car haunts the forest and that those who 
enter the area without the proper traditional procedures would be at risk. This 
fear is based on an event involving an intruding New Zealander, ten years before. 
The threat of the site is simultaneously a Christian concept of evil, rather than a 
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Fijian concept of demons or Vu. What is particularly worthy of note is that Gau 
has no roads and therefore no cars. The consequences and supernatural 
presence that is inherent in a taboo site has been transferred into an ultimately 
Western danger. 
 
Fijians have many superstitions and morals that dictate everyday life, and which 
each village I visited and with each set of instructions I received, I learnt more. 
Some are simple physical rules such as, if you sneeze, then someone is thinking 
of you, or if you have eczema on your arms then you have been near black magic. 
You must not hang your washing out at night because if someone is practicing 
voodoo and the wind catches the words of the curse, then it could be blown onto 
your clothes causing sickness. If an owl arrives in the village and hoots in the 
afternoon, then a villager is pregnant. But if an owl hoots in the evening, then 
someone shall die. In particular regions, normally small islands or costal villages, 
the communities have strong connections to the sea. There are sayings about if a 
man has committed a crime or caused wrong doing, then there are particular 
consequences that come from nature. If you fish in an area that you are not 
supposed to, either you will catch no fish or you will suffer from a shark attack. 
Apparently, a man in the Yasawas was stealing from his local church and was 
fishing out at sea when a shark jumped aboard, bit him and then jumped back 
into the sea. This has contributed to Christian sayings, that if detrimental actions 
are taken against the church, then Fijian nature will seek retribution. Generally, 
this is an action that totemic forms of Vu would take but it has been placed in the 
context of Christianity. 
 
There still remains a dual belief system of acknowledging both the Christian God 
and the Fijian’s Vu. I met with French anthropologist Stephanie Leclerc- Caffarel, 
who was working in Fiji on a project under the auspices of the University of East 
Anglia, and who was studying ancient Fijian art. She explained that much of her 
time was spent in the archives of Suva’s Museum, but the storage room which 
contained ancient artefacts remained a location of great caution for the museum 
staff. The staff, though strong in their Christian faith, were still very much of the 
view that the power of the old ways was still potent and occurring, and a 
something of which actively be afraid. The fear that “devils”, whether that refers 
to the Christian notion of the word or the word has been appropriated to refer to 
the indigenous perception of demons, were still attached to their objects meant 
that before entering the storage room, staff and academics would have to pray. 
Christianity has not entirely replaced the old faith even in its fervent believers. 
Old beliefs systems have not been left completely redundant and hollow. Even 
contemporary Fijian Christians have a potent link with the powers of the past 
that they sense to be still present. 
 

The restlessness of these objects is indicative of the fact that, in the Suva 
region at least, they are associated with beliefs and practices that, far from 
belonging to an inert and harmless past, retain currency and potency within 
contemporary social life.(Newland 2004:1) 

 
The powerful relationship which contemporary Fijians have to “historical” 
sources of the past still dictates their behaviour. In some cases their 
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consideration of the mystical power associated with these objects lies within 
Christian contexts - the evil or force inherent with the artefacts is created by the 
devil. Alternatively, they are acknowledged within their original perception, 
indicating that there are dual belief systems in practice. I met Christian talatalas, 
or preachers, who acknowledged the concept and the contemporary presence of 
Vu. Sicilia Valeca, who had been a Catholic nun, explained that the Vu were 
originally ancestors and family and, despite faith came with the missionaries of 
the nineteenth century, the Vu were always meant to protect the people and 
were intrinsic to society. The talatala of Navolau, a community that claims direct 
descendancy from Degei, admitted that, although he believed in the Vu, there 
was a correct time and place to show reverence to each one. Church time was a 
time to forget about the past and to concentrate on the Lord. 
 
Synchronisation of belief has impacted on a practical level and informs change in 
belief and therefore protocol. Goffman states that  
 

Social performance is ceremonial, “an expressive rejuvenation and 
reaffirmation of the moral values of the community insofar as a 
performance is taken to condense reality itself (rather than being a mere 
simulation of it, the performance is said to be “ceremonial” (Grimes, 
2004:122).  

 
In Delanevesi, land owner Atunaisa Mocelutu explained protocol that is adhered 
to in relation to funerals. Having attended the funeral of Tui Levuka, a chief of 
Ovalau, I was aware that no one was supposed openly to weep at death of a 
leader. Instead, men blow conches to symbolise the weeping of the people and 
the mourning of the community. Atunaisa explained that this was because Jesus 
had told Mary at his crucifixion to not cry for him but for her children. He used 
biblical references to provide reasons for and to validate an indigenous practice.  
 
A similar biblical method of justification was illustrated with Beqan firewalkers. 
The ceremony has become an event for entertainment and is a demonstration of 
the powers bestowed upon a mataqali by a Vu. Although during her research, Dr. 
Lynda Newland observed an attempted paralleling of Christian activity to the 
Beqan ceremonial practice. 
 

 “Traditionally a firewalking ceremony was preceded by a week of 
observing taboos such as the avoidance of coconut and of sexual 
intercourse. Now, however, the ritual taboos are no longer observed and 
are replaced by a prayer before and after firewalking. Justifying the 
practice in terms of a Christian analogy, he added, 'I also think of the three 
Hebrews in the Bible when they were put in the fire without burning.' In 
this way, he Christianises the motif of surviving the lovo, and, indeed, this 
provides a good illustration of the way different systems of practice 
become incorporated into traditional ritual practice.- (Newland, 2004:8)  

 
In terms of performance based culture, we must address the issue of whether the 
work is syncretic or an example of intercultural media. Globalisation was been 
blamed for the decline and demise of Fijian story telling through the introduction 



 28 

of television, but other Western entertainment and forms of expression have 
failed to become a utilised modes within contemporary Fijian society. 
 
 

Written literature is a transplanted art form.  The lack of success in drama in 
Fiji is due to the whole operation of theatre as an entirety,…indigenous 
performance tradition already answers the needs of the public therefore 
western forms are unnecessary and somewhat superfluous…theatre is an 
imported phenomena. To the extent that indigenous theatrical expression in 
Fiji resides in ritual and ceremony – drama departs from these forms – 
(Gaskell, 2001:5) 

 
If the majority of community needs are satisfied by the functions of ceremony, 
then entertainment is sought in meke dances. Western components introduced 
into dance or Christian topics being displayed in their narrative might not 
necessarily count as syncretism. The mekes, although previously being 
performed in religious contexts with performers in trance states, are no longer 
religious events, but merely an enactment of histories and stories relevant to 
specific communities. The inclusion of Christian narratives or topics within the 
Fijian performance form may count as transculturation in which “subordinated 
groups select and invent from materials transmitted to them by a dominant or 
metropolitan culture” (Ashcroft, 2000:233). The meke is a form in which events 
such as tsunamis, epidemics of disease or the migration of a community were 
recorded, and it is therefore a natural progression to enact and record the arrival 
of foreigners and the beliefs they brought with them. Missionary James Calvert 
recorded his impressions of the mekes he observed in the early nineteenth 
century. 

 
The dance is undoubtedly the most popular past time in Fiji. The song by 
which it is regulated is often very dull and the movements slow and heavy 
consisting of stepping and jumping, mingling with many inflection of the 
body and gesticulations with the hands...the words sung refer either to the 
occasion, or to some event in their past history…the dancers are gaily 
dressed; and as all bear clubs or spears and perform a series of marchings, 
steppings halts and varied evolutions…(Calvert, 1984 :164) 

 
Calvert was also witness to the impact and inclusion of Christianity with 
the mekes during his time there. 
 

“The Christian meke already quoted may be referred to as, at least a 
promise and earnest of that better poetry which the Fijian will have to 
number among the abundant blessings brought to him by the religion of 
Jesus” 
 (Calvert, 1984: 119) 

 
The Christian meke referred to, is an indigenous style performance but retelling 
Bible stories, and probably, in the eyes of missionaries, with performers more 
appropriately dressed. Mekes recorded many events and occurrences including 
epidemics such as dysentery, solar eclipses and tidal waves. (Clammer, 1976:84). 
Rather than labelling Christian mekes as a performative act of syncretism, it can 
surely be better understood as a form in which Fijians could come to understand 
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new information brought by missionaries, by placing these new stories and 
messages in their own cultural modes, and subsequently recording the event of 
its introduction. Whether an intercultural cross over or an act of syncretism, it 
seems that… 
 

“…indigenous Fijians, through these colonial protectionist policies have 
retained many aspects of their culture and tradition which have provided 
them a sense of security…however, found it difficult to blend their 
traditional way of life with the newly introduced systems, by making use 
of the best elements of both to their advantages” (Ravuvu, 1988:4). 

 
 

Chapter 2: Reactionary and Revitalisation Movements 
 
I have so far discussed the acceptance with which Fijians have assimilated 
foreign and imported cultural forms and combined them with their own. 
This allows them to perceive these forms in their own terms and would 
appear to imply a placid sense of acceptance. On the contrary, the Fijian 
people did not all agree with Tui Cakebau’s offer of the country to Great 
Britain, and not every part of society accepted the new rules and 
regulations inflicted upon them. Fiji has seen upheavals against colonial 
regimes and ideologies as well as it’s own native culture. The British 
colonisation of Fiji… 
 

“…helped transform their non European subjects, with varying degrees of 
violence, in a “modern” direction. And of course, these subjects were not 
passive. The story recounts how they understood initial encounters with 
Europeans in indigenous cultural terms, how they resisted, adapted to, 
cooperated with or challenged their new masters and how they attempted 
to reinvent their disrupted lives.” (Asad, 1993:314) 

 
During the 1980s and 90s, Fiji underwent what could be described as an anti-
colonial reaction, similar to the negritude movement. A regeneration of original 
values and an… 
 

“…idealised reformulation of indigenous political systems and customary 
law. “ethno- orientialism”, “counter hegemonic discourse.[A time which 
saw]… a very noticeable growth of “traditionalism” through which images 
of the distant pre-contact and definitely non Western past have been 
evoked- Paradise Lost”  (Lawson, 1996:3) 

 
From the release of the yoke of imperialism into chaotic political situations, an 
increasing desire arose to reconnect with the genuine and untainted cultural 
mode, in which Fijians were solely Fijians and not branded by a foreign nation or 
encoded by their practices and politics. 

 
 In the increasingly crisis-ridden centres of the system there has 
been an implosive loss of faith in the process of “civilisation”, and a 
corresponding explosion of new cultural movements from cults to 
religious revival to primitivism, a new traditionalism, a striving for 
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the re-establishment of a new culturally defined identity (Friedman, 
1992:78) 
 

Cultural or religious movements, cargo cults and upsurges in the new belief 
systems are a politically motivated and a social reaction which provides 
solutions or alternatives to current dissatisfying climates. From a very long list of 
factors that affect the popularity of religion in the cultural marketplace, Gundlach 
mentions, the increasing level of media, globalisation, the breaking away from 
traditional values and socio-political structures, unemployment, saturation, 
isolation, pluralism of values, religious diversity, transience, loss of traditions, 
rediscovery of religious roots, recollection of naturopathy, magic, occultism, 
recourse to spiritual and esoteric themes, fragmentation, multiculturalism, the 
urge forward, individualisation and/or the search for new forms of 
expression(Gundlach, 2004:159). It is possible to draw parallels in Fijian cultural 
reactions in the past and present, to European contact, from similarities and 
recurring patterns in behaviour.  Cargo and millenarian cults and new 
economically oriented churches and current breakaway movements all have 
negotiated places in society due to the contested societal issues on which they 
touch. 
 
Religious Movements –Historical and Contemporary 

 
This backlash against European systems and of globalisation can be observed in 
mainstream Christian religious practice. It is the self considered role of churches 
to produce a social commentary on the problems the community faces and 
highlight the moral and ethical flaws in society. At the Anglican Ordination in 
addition to many Methodist and Catholic services, I heard sermons emphasise 
the sins of materialism and how Fijians were becoming preoccupied with money 
and possessions although this was not intrinsic to the Fijian culture. “We live in 
an I-world” was statement made at the ordination, a reference to ipods and the 
advancement in technology which is arriving in the Pacific. It is an apparent 
concern of the Christian faith that advancements and globalisation are, firstly, 
tampering with morals outlined in the Bible in relation to greed and being 
distracted from conducting Christian good, and secondly, there does seem to be a 
concern that this new orientation toward materialism is essentially an imported 
ideology that does not fit with how Fijian communities operate. This, to an extent, 
is the case, as village systems are very much about sharing and communal care, 
rather than individualism and personal wealth. 
 
 
Congregations from mainstream denominations have forgone drastic reactionary 
deeds in the name of their beliefs and cultural preservation. In Levuka on Ovalau 
in the Lomaviti Group, there are the remains of a burnt-out Masonic lodge. The 
people of Lovoni village in the mountains have continually remained suspicious 
about the Freemasons since its establishment on the island in the late nineteenth 
century. The European founders did little to make the building discreet or 
acceptable and built a large stone structure in the style of a Greek temple. I was 
told that the locals grew to believe that the Freemasons were part of a Satanic 
cult, that they worshiped the devil, had a statue of a goat and that there were 
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tunnels in the building 
leading to other locations, 
such as the Fijian 
government building and 
the Masonic 
Headquarters in Scotland.  
During the political coup 
in 2000, the villagers 
came into Levuka and 
burnt down the building. 
This violent action was 
carried out by Methodists. 
 
 
 
 
Evangelism and millenarianism  
 
There appear to be repeating patterns in relation to religious followings and 
materialism imported by Europeans. I would like now to draw parallels between 
millenarianism and cargo cults and contemporary Evangelical churches and 
movements. 
 

Colonial officials and missionaries in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century Pacific observed movements that came to be called “cargo cults”. 
They wrote of Pacific people with millenarian (and sometimes anti 
colonial) expectations who used magical means to get western things… 
replaced earlier colonial and scholarly diagnoses of “native madness” with 
an affirmative reading of the struggle of colonised people to make their 
histories. (Kaplan, 1995: xi) 

 
One century before the culturally lead revival in Fiji, in the late nineteenth 
century, there were messianic and cultish upsurges and backlashes which 
occurred across the Pacific, notably in Fiji, Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea. This 
was generally provoked and caused by the missionaries and colonisers which 
had decided to take over the communities. 
 

The missionaries were more over responsible for creating the hope among 
the natives that they in turn could become rich through Christianisation, 
for they doled out material goods as rewards for conversion and religious 
zeal. (Thrupp 1962:125).  
 

This operation only worked when applied to a small population of converts but 
became impossible to sustain for larger groups, who were attracted solely due to 
the material gains previous converts had obtained. 
 
The Hanneman review in 1914, written in relation to conversion in Papua New 
Guinea,  stated that  
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…more than half the population of Madang district thought that through 
acceptance of European civilisation and religion they would gain 
automatic access to the white mans food, tools, money, clothes, domestic 
comfort, mental faculties and strength of character. (Thrupp, 1962: 127). 

 
 Instead of viewing the newcomers as European men who believed in God and 
had made money or been provided with material goods, they came to the belief 
that the white men’s wealth was due to their religious faith.  In the same way that 
local gods had provided victory in battle through ceremonial exchange, the 
Christian God too had provided glory and cargo in exchange for their faith and 
commitment.  In an attempt to obtain the bounty that Christ seemed to offer, 
groups tried to hasten the coming of the prophet by hysterical behaviour and 
shaking. In addition, it was claimed that Christ had died in Finschafen in Papua 
New Guinea and that his bones were being reassembled and sent to the United 
States. When no cargo or profits came, they ceased to accept Christian preaching, 
their material needs vastly outweighing the spiritual, and reacted against the 
now dominant political and religious orders in operation. (Thrupp, 1962: 124) 
 
The Tuka movement originated in Fiji and was created by Nugumoi in 1885. He 
was hailed as a prophet after claiming supernatural powers and unveiling 
predictions of the future. He also claimed that Genesis was, in fact, written about 
Fijians and had been appropriated by the white men who had changed the names 
of the deities. He also claimed that the god-given cargo had been produced for 
Fijians but that the Europeans had stolen it.  (Burridge, 1969: 50). The entire 
basis of this uprising was one of political control and access to material goods. 

 
There are currently a large number of people, especially those residing in urban 
areas, who are easily swayed into swapping denominations. It is not uncommon 
to enter a different church group multiple times and is often viewed as a political 
statement. As social priorities change, or political affiliations are outlined within 
religious denominations, the desire to belong to a church which accords with 
ideas of personal identity and is compatible with beliefs, church goers are led to 
reconsider their affiliations. The range of choice in religious denominations in 
Fiji is substantial and, 
more often than not, 
many churches have 
economic aspects which 
draw new congregation 
members. The Vodafone 
Arena, based in Suva, 
was host to the All 
Nations week-long 
conference. Although I 
was not permitted to 
enter the conference, I 
had conversations with 
people who were seated 
outside. All Nations was 
originally a faith that 
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was brought by Australian missionaries. The security guard for the event said 
that one of the reasons for the popularity of this denomination was that they 
were already rich. A large part of belonging to Methodist or Catholic 
congregations is that of fundraising for various functions or repairs to buildings. 
However, this was not necessary in the All Nations Church, so the incentive to 
transfer and convert in this case is, for many, one of economics.  
 
 
New Methodism  
 
Another church denomination which needs to be discussed, and which was 
present in every area of Fiji I visited, was the New Methodism. Serving as a 
fundamentalist Evangelical charismatic faith, they have caused a reactionary 
wave in their decade of operation.  They see their movement as purely holy and 
progressive, but in fact it is unmistakably to the detriment of the indigenous 
culture. Their basic premise is that, through their faith in the Christian God, they 
have wholly rejected indigenous modes of culture and practice and, in their place, 
have adopted Western forms of cultural expression. This can once again be 
compared with the cargo cults for its attempted cultural adoption of European 
culture. This denomination has had a dramatic social effect that has apparently 
caused young people to drop out of school, leave their villages to join the 
movement. The concept of leaving home is an extreme act of rejection of 
previous belief and societal operation. There is a bitter political turbulence 
between their supporters and other Fijians. The problems stem from the Police 
Commissioner’s involvement in the faith, discussing the sect in public addresses, 
involving its values into police work and using the police to protect New 
Methodist functions. There is also the added factor of their demonising of Fijian 
heritage and the unease that is felt amongst the populace in the rapidity of their 
growth. 
 
 They define themselves as ‘real’ Methodists, which they define as those who do 
not simply read the word of God but actually embody and practice it.  They use 

fasting as a recurring 
part of their worship 
and are actively 
targeting young 
people to join. This is 
done through their 
well organised and 

eye-catching 
conversion rallies 
held in large towns 
or cities which 
include a significant 
element of dancing 
and Western style 
music. When I 
interviewed a New 
Methodist minister, I 
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asked whether the young people were drawn in due to the dancing or was the 
dancing used to actively convert them. Her response was that the dancing was 
the embodyment of Jesus’ morals and that they were targeting the young. They 
use modern dance and western music actively to attract young people, aiming to 
convert them. The New Methodists also hold a “youth explosion” every alternate 
December, hiring all possible school spaces during holidays to teach bible classes. 
The event finishes with a parade through Suva.  Sicilia Valeca commented that, 
for young people, the attraction of joining the New Methodists is the opportunity 
to take part in the performances. The attention they gain and the sense of being 
made into ‘idols’ is very attractive to them, in addition to providing an 
opportunity for them to copy American styles of performance.  The more 
technologically apt younger generation now have even more ways to connect to 
this movement due to their use of Skype, where ministers and followers can 
converse with any of the interested public, and answer enquiries. They have also 
introduced daily live broadcasts on the internet which streams sermons and 
lectures on religious matters.  
 
Recruiting by using western styles conveys aspects of culture with which many 
Fijians still feel some affinity, particularly in terms of British performance forms. 
Exoticism is attractive as it refers to a form which is simultaneously alien but 
recognisable, providing both curiosity and the ability to understand. This could 
be applied to the New Methodist performance. The blend of cultures inherent to 
the performances is one of contemporary religious Fijian music and western 
dancing. This religious modern dancing is not considered by some older 
generations as a legitimate or genuine form of worship due to the atmosphere 
created and the context of inappropriate movements. The dancing in some ways 
conforms to traditional mekes due to gender segregation in performance and 
repeated gestures with hand clapping, which certainly make it look Fijian. The 
inclusion of particular hip movements amongst others, imply a sexualised aspect 
which some Fijians called ‘dancing for the clubs’. 
 
In the process of collecting footage and filming for this project’s accompanying 
documentary, I visited the dancing and preaching the New Methodists perform in 
a central car park in Suva City. Although other audience members had cameras, I 
was the only caucasian present, and although attending with other Fijians, I was 
immediately accosted. They wanted to know why I was filming and who I was 
working for, and they claimed they would have to telephone the New Methodist 
Headquarters to get permission and clearance for me to be there. Although this 
was an open and public session of preaching, the organisers were very unsettled 
and unnerved by my presence. Later, when I tried to obtain interviews, they 
would not speak on camera. I spoke to one member of the group, who was 
swiftly removed and replaced by a minister to whom they would rather I spoke 
and who I could not persuade to give me any comprehensive answers. In every 
urban area I entered, there were New Methodist rallies and dance performances 
taking place, actively attempting to convert and gain new followers. At every 
single dance performance I attended, I tried to speak to the choreographers and 
discuss how their dances are formulated, inquiring as to whether there is a 
system in the movements and parallels to mekes. I was never allowed to converse 
with them, and passing on my contact details bore no fruit. Thankfully, due to the 
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organisation’s technological engagement, I spoke to several people on their 
Skype name of Souls to Jesus. They provided me with two very different answers. 
The first I received was that choreography is largely dependent on who the 
youth co-ordinator was in the area and that they were all “aiming to mix western 
and Fijian styles in their attempts to save souls”. They would choose a hymn and 
then create actions to fit the specific lyrics. Alternatively, others stated that the 
combination of styles was not actually intentional and that through fasting and 
praying, God reveals the movements to them in rehearsals. Strangely enough, 
although this group are strong in their rejection of Fijian culture and especially 
the original indigenous belief system, this is in fact very similar to how mekes 
were created: divine powers communicating the words and movements 
spiritually. 
 
 Another aspect of the New Methodists’ faith that needs to be addressed is the 
financial aspect of the organisation. When I first learnt about the movement they 
were described to me by a Catholic family as being solely about finance and 
collecting money for the leading figure and raising money for church property, 
vehicles and material effects for the movement. This appears to be true. It is 
apparent from their functions; the electrical equipment they use including 
microphones, amplifiers, musical instruments, cameras, large lights for night 
performance, that they are in possession of a large number of expensive items. 
This is in addition to the uniforms their choirs wear, their painted vans for 
transporting members and equipment and their ability to broadcast live sermons 
on the internet. A minister at the sermons in Suva told me that, when in financial 
need, she would pray to God who would then provide. She claimed she was never 
in want, because the Lord provided her with everything, and this was the case for 
the rest of the church. Again, it would appear that financial emphasis at the heart 
of a western focused belief system has manifested in Fiji during a time of 
economic and political change. For me, the parallel between the New Methodists 
and cargo cults is clear due to their fetishictic use of western cultural forms and 
the allure of materialism in a society where the majority of the population own 
little. 
 

Cults 
The new dawn of evangelism and the creation of new churches has also brought 
about the creation of new cults. While in Bua, I encountered the Alefa Church and 
the Church of the Lost Arc. I did not have the opportunity to speak to anyone 
connected with the latter, but I did manage to visit the Alefa church based in 
Vuya village. The premise of the church is that indigenous Fijians belong to the 
lost tribe of Israel who will one day return to reveal the lost covenant. Due to its 
focus on Fijians being inherently endowed with a secret and prestigious role, 
they refrained from attempting to convert me. Due to the fact of my British 
heritage, I was not allowed to join. The ethno-national basis for the movement 
has an inherently communitised obligation and therefore excludes anyone who 
does not match the correct ethnicity. The concept avers that Fijians are the secret 
and highly significant race at the heart of the Jewish faith, and endows them with 
the ultimate role of revealing information that could bring about global 
enlightenment. This therefore depicts the Fijian race as having supreme spiritual 
superiority over other races including the Europeans which originally colonised 
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them. There are many other cults that have manifested in Fiji whose concept 
derives from being subjected and repressed by white colonisers and whose 
religious message has cosmological reversals at the core of their beliefs. Both 
Natadola and Tavua have had millenarianist movements which refer specifically 
to black races conquering white peoples. Regions north of Sigatoka have 
previously held beliefs focused on the return to paganism, myths of the return of 
the dead have existed in Ra and Nadi and concepts of the Messiah have also been 
prevalent in Kadavu (Worsley 1957:5). The Tuka movement also predicted the 
reversal of the organisation and operation of society. His prophesies outlined a 
world turned upside down, in which the white would serve the black, the chief 
would serve the commoners and believers would enjoy the bounty of European 
cargo whereas disbelievers would be condemned to hellfire. (Burridge, 1969:50) 

 
Culture 

The renaissance of Fijian cultural art work and performance is certainly a 
revivalist movement but is also reactionary in its rejection of colonial and 
imposed forms of presentation and aesthetics.  

 
 “In former colonised areas in Asia, Africa and the Americas where there 
has been a strong dance tradition rooted deep in social and religious life, 
the process of independence and/or reassertion of the indigenous culture 
accompanied by the rediscovery and revitalisation of indigenous culture 
and religion, bringing dance once again to the forefront of the expression 
of this culture…” (Gundlach, 2004:140) 

 

As their political and cultural suppressors became an concept bound to 
their past and the dawn of a self governing authority came into view, a 
desire to express the original culture of the people, who had been 
controlled and inhibited for such long periods of time, became a priority. 
 

 
Chapter 3 – Cultural Survival 
 
I have so far described the intercultural adaptations and syncretic forms 
currently manifest in Fiji, but while conducting my field work, a far more 
revealing point was appearing in my results. In my questioning of village 
members, I was focusing on locating duel belief systems within their practices 
with the aim of observing what aspects of regional customs were being altered 
by dominant Christian denominations. What became a frequent and dominating 
aspect of my findings was that communities were admitting that they did not 
know the answers to my questions at all. In villages such as Wasavula in Macuata 
province, they could not recall their meke as it had not been performed in over a 
generation. Neither could they recall the Vu to which their tribe belonged. They 
even had an ancient monument of historical importance within the village itself 
but could not collectively provide an answer as to what it was or symbolised. 
What was apparent in my results was that across the country, within the villages 
that I visited, there were aspects of culture, knowledge of histories and the 
community that were disappearing, and this in turn was affecting how the 
communities were operating. There are several overriding factors which are 
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affecting the process of cultural decline which I wish to discuss within this 
chapter. 
 
Part 1: Decline and Impacting Factors 
 
The first aspect that requires examination in relation to the decline of traditional 
culture in modern Fiji is the oral nature of how information is dispersed and 
passed down. Aikawa-Faure defines oral culture as intangible cultural heritage 
which manifests in the forms of 
 
 ….expressions, language, performing arts, social practices, ritual 
  and festive events, knowledge and practices concerning nature or 
  universe, traditional craftsmanship. (Aikawa- Faure, 2008:97) 

 
The major problem with oral culture and histories, as discussed earlier, is the 
ease with which facts or statements can be altered through political intention or 
simply lost through the passage of time. The particularity of specific regional 
cultures, especially in comparatively small areas are more vulnerable to 
influence by neighbouring cultures and, of course, the devastating impact of 
domination by an alien culture, such as the British colonisation of the country. 
 
Due to massive societal and cultural changes that have taken place in Fiji within 
the last few decades, it can easily be assumed that the older generations have the 
largest amount of knowledge of their specific traditions, cultures and events that 
are attached to their community. As a result, as the older members of society 
begin to pass away, so does the knowledge they possess. On several occasions, 
questions I posed to villages could not be answered, which they blamed on their 
youth. In Nagigi village in Cakendrove province, very few questions regarding the 
village’s traditions could be answered at all because “All the old men have died”. 
In Nasekula village in Macuata, no one could recall the narrative within the 
community’s meke, so someone suggested, “Fetch an old woman, she might 
know”. The ambiguity in the conduct of ritual ultimately leads to its demise, as 
the villagers of Vuya, Bua, pointed out. Their chief initiation ceremony originally 
involved a sword and was conducted in their coconut palm plantation. This 
ceremony stopped in the early twentieth century, and ceased because, due to its 
sacred nature, if the ritual had been carried out accidentally incorrectly, then it 
could have cursed the chief and the families of the people involved. The severity 
of the consequences of being uncertain of the rules and proper order of the ritual 
meant it was safer to abandon the ceremony altogether. 
 
Incursion of Western Systems 
 
There is controversial debate as to why the younger generations do not obtain 
the vital knowledge of their villages or know how to conduct ceremonies. The 
first hypothesis is that the young are not motivated to learn as they are more 
interested in Western cultures within which the knowledge as to how to organise 
a ritual is redundant. The second, is that parents are not teaching their children 
these traditions at all, as the economic climate forces parents to work more. The 
concern focuses on the fact that the education of protocol and etiquette is instead 
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being prioritised by western style education. School education often leads 
children away from their communities. It is a common occurrence for children to 
stay with other relatives that live locally to a preferred school.  The geographical 
displacement of a child means they are removed from where they would gain 
practical demonstration of their communities rituals. Jobs in towns or education 
in distant schools means that people only return to their village occasionally in 
vacations when they would partake in celebrations but not conduct them. 
 
With regard to examining the new generation’s lethargy towards inheriting and 
practicing traditional culture, it is essential to consider the contributing aspects 
of media and education, as these were components of concern that were 
frequently foregrounded in interviews with turaga ni koros and village elders 
and are prime examples of western systems and attributes tampering with 
indigenous systems. During the time I was in the country, there were reports 
that the Ministry of Education was planning to change the curriculum so that 
particular subjects were prioritised, leaving what they considered to be 
unnecessary subjects to become extra curricular activities. This includes the 
teaching of mekes. With many children being sent away to specific schools in 
different tikinas or provinces, this means they generally would not have the 
opportunity to practice their regional dances and through embodying its 
performance, learn its attached narrative. With mekes being downgraded by the 
government as valuable knowledge, this prevents cultural education being 
taught and therefore is problematic for Fiji’s cultural future. Additionally, many 
schools, specifically in urban areas, only teach in English. Although this may be to 
combat the linguistic complications of teaching children from both Fijian and 
Hindi speaking homes, the vital lessons in Fijian are not necessarily provided. As 
someone who has worked as a teacher in Fiji, I was given a placement in an 
Anglican school to help improve the children’s English skills and yet never saw 
them partake in Fijian classes. I was informed that the catholic educational policy 
seemed to be, “leave your language at the door”. The education system’s 
prioritisation of a foreign language in the curriculum it seems, produces a gap in 
the younger generation’s connection to their own tradition, and their superior 
linguistic abilities in English draws them easily to English spoken media. 
 

Mass media deals with communication and to a large extent this 
communication is based on language. Language embodies the essence of 
culture and through it we create our self image, learn rules, values, prejudices 
and stereotypes. The way we communicate is not only by a literal translation 
of words but a complex grouping of allusions and shared assumptions based 
largely upon a common cultural background,…the media not only reflects 
public consciousness on matters of race…but also plays an important part of 
shaping that consciousness (Thomas, 1981:38) 

 
The effect of globalisation, means Fijian radio stations are streaming through the 
“Top 100” from American billboard music charts, the national television station, 
Fiji One, shows, amongst other things, Australian soaps and American cartoons. 
Towns and cities accommodate bustling internet cafes. All these media present 
and communicate images and values that are contradictory to those learnt in the 
village, nurturing a new generation of Westernised Fijians. The disparity in how 
communities operate in cities and in villages, present stark contrasts to the 
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traditionalism held in rural areas, and the big push to modernise in the capital. It 
is still controversial and often a breach of protocol for a woman to wear trousers 
in a village, yet cities like Suva and Lautoka are locations of blended cultures and 
therefore have ambiguous boundaries of protocol. My experience of cities was 
one in which people sought liberty, where women did not necessarily follow 
dress codes, where people would drink alcohol and also where the communities 
of homosexuals live. Fiji is a generally strictly conservative and Christian country 
and therefore homosexuals normally are not accepted in villages. Indeed, until 
February 2010, homosexual activity was a criminal offence which could lead to 
imprisonment for up to two years. These areas are places were etiquette was 
ignored in a space of acceptability, but it also could be viewed as a place of dead 
tradition where codes of conduct hold no place. 
 
Economy  
 
The unstable economy and rise in unemployment has lead to a surge in economic 
migration in the last few decades.  In an attempt to financially better themselves, 
Fijians are moving from rural or remote areas and joining the suburbs of cities 
and towns. This migration has several disruptive implications for Fijian culture. 
Urban drift and settlements are formed by people from varying geographical 
origins and with varying customs and beliefs. The notion of origins and roots is a 
strong concept in Fiji, but in new settlements, the community is not united in 
their origins. When the collectivity lacks a culture as such and possesses an 
amalgam of different beliefs, this produces further implications as they cannot 
participate in particular regional cultural practices together. Intermarrying is 
also producing the same complication in addition to introducing foreign beliefs 
or practices into a community. Sawani’s Turaga ni koro, complained that their 
decline in protocol was as a result of women from other areas marrying into the 
community and introducing “bad habits”. 

 
The current economic state of Fiji has also had a monumental impact on 
indigenous practice. In every community I entered, people described how village 
events, ceremonies and customs had altered due to the cost of conducting them 
as they were originally intended. A reguregu before a funeral traditionally lasted 
up to fourteen days depending on which province it was being conducted in. This 
gathering means that shelter and food needs to be provided for all those who 
have come to mourn the dead, which they now currently cannot afford to offer. 
The general practice is that now a reguregu will last one or two days. The large 
cost of tabuas means that traditional proposals of marriage are difficult to 
conduct, as in some regions three tabuas are meant to be offered to a father in 
return for his daughter. The villagers in Vuya of  Bua says taboo rites related to 
the sea have come to an end. The costal village is very reliant on the surrounding 
waters to produce food for the community, but particular tradition meant that 
specific events dictated that areas of the shore and ocean were out of bounds. 
Grave diggers after preparing the burial site and then covering the deceased 
would then have to wash their spades in the sea.  This area would then be 
unapproachable for one hundred nights. This implemented segregation of people 
from their land is a ritual which promotes ideals of community bonds and 
wellbeing, but it also separates a community from a source of food. Due to the 
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economy, this was not a rite which they felt they could uphold. I was told that 
this rite is often now ignored but if it is ever adhered to, then the grave diggers 
will be endowed with the role of fishing within the tabu area. 
 
Religion 
The exclusionary impact of Christianity on indigenous culture is a topic which 
can be discussed at length and can be divided into, firstly, the affects of the 
introduction of Christianity in the nineteenth century and secondly, the 
evangelical and Pentecostal churches that arrived after the country’s 
independence. It is obvious what the overall affects of the replacement of a belief 
system causes. The prevention of particular acts, however “harmless” they seem, 
have further cultural implications. Rugby, although introduced during 
colonisation, is a sport that is fervently followed by many Fijians. Bulac or war 
challenging dances have the aggressive affects and similar performance styles to 
that of the Maori haka and were used at the beginning of rugby matches. Cultural 
performances introducing an event so geographically oriented, as with a 
provincial team, hold considerable importance in displaying a regional identity. 
The bulacs were stopped as they were disapproved of by Christian authority. The 
only teams to have retained their Bulac performances are Namosi province and 
the National team.  
 
Religion has provided rifts in society in the debate over the use of yaqona, an 
ancient cultural practice which is still a large community activity in most Fijian 
societies. Although as discussed earlier, yaqona drinking has been interlinked 
with some Methodist and Catholic religious events and has become part of the 
ceremony, it has been completely banned by other Christian sects. All Evangelical 
and Pentecostal churches believe that, as a narcotic, it is ungodly to consume and 
is in contradiction of Christian law. This causes many complications in 
community operations such as sevusevus, in which often, instead of a yaqona 
offering, soap or kerosene is presented as a replacement. Religious systems 
putting equivalent values on soap to yaqona, demeans the cultural value of the 
latter. While visiting the parish of the Christian Mission Fellowship, an attendee 
informed me that they did not strictly ban yaqona but they advise believers to 
avoid it and that… “When god touches their hearts, they will realise it is wrong”. 
 
Even if yaqona is still comfortably being used in villages, Christianity is still 
affecting its preparation and consumption. Neighbouring villages in Ba, Narewa 
and Namotomoto have a curfew of 11pm on Saturdays for drinking yaqona. The 
narcotic affects of yaqona induce deep sleeps and notoriously leave the drinker 
finding it very difficult to awake the following morning. This curfew is to 
encourage church attendance on Sundays and is enforced by representatives in 
each mataqali patrolling houses to ensure that the rule is being adhered to. Other 
rules I encountered were that the inhabitants of Nabukavesi in Namosi were not 
allowed to pound or prepare yaqona on Sundays, although they were allowed to 
drink it after church. 
 
I observed a significant effect of Christian law on yaqona consumption in Ovalau. 
All the islands of Lomaviti province, a predominantly Methodist area, had 
introduced a three year rule in which two weeks out of every month, they were 
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banned from drinking yaqona, as well as alcohol or smoking cigarettes. To 
symbolise this, each Methodist church had an oil lantern constantly lit on an altar 
which would only be extinguished once the three year mission had been 
completed. The reason I was given for the new regime was so as to encourage 
hard work and success in the young people of the Methodist church by 
preventing unnecessary distractions. During the time I visited Natokalau on 
Ovalau, their Methodist preacher had died while on the mainland and was being 
brought back to be buried. In respect, and unaware of the rules about yaqona in 
Lomaviti, I offered some yaqona as part of a reguregu which was officially 
accepted. It was only while discussing with other villagers later, was I told that 
although I had presented yaqona, which normally is used at traditional funerals, 
they would not be using it in the ceremony for their late priest, as he would be 
buried in the two week gap in which its consumption was banned. I had the 
impression that some were not happy about being prevented from respecting 
their dead properly, but the regulations had come from a higher religious 
authority which they respected and so they would adhere to them. 
 
Evangelism in Fiji has gone beyond affecting indigenous practices and now has 
the power to impede other faith groups operating in the country. Police 
Commissioner Commodore Esala Teleni, brother of the founder of the New 
Methodist movement, promoted evangelism as a “crusade against crime” and 
caused controversy when he ordered senior Indo-Fijian officers to join the 
Christian crusades. I spoke with a police officer in Nadi who said that, on area 
visits, the commissioner would hold meetings that were more like sermons or 

prayer groups in which Fijians and 
Indo-Fijians from varying faiths were 
made to feel extremely 
uncomfortable. Also while in Labasa 
on Vanua Levu, I was informed of the 
controversial actions of sugar cane 
companies, who were threatening 
redundancy to employees who 
refused to comply with Christian 
conversion. The sugar cane industry 
is generally a Indo-Fijian run and 
employed organisation and the 
alleged enforced Christianisation of 
companies and institutions 
illustrates the dangerous political 
manoeuvres for power that 
evangelical churches are attempting, 
 
The New Methodist movement have 
also contributed to the decline of the 
practise of indigenous tradition with 
an active propaganda campaign 
against it. Promotional posters and 
pamphlets quoting bible passages are 
a large part of the faith’s move to 
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disconnect Fijians from their past. The pamphlet’s cover includes the image of a 
snake in the yaqona mixture and also shows a table marking the parallels 
between yaqona drinkers and snakes in an attempt to demonise and produce a 
sinister idea of the use of the traditional narcotic. I draw attention to this because 
the negative connotations of snakes derives from Christian concepts and 
iconography and is widely used in Western literature, drawing from the story of 
Adam and Eve and the Fall. In Fijian mythology, the original founding god is 
generally considered to be Degei, often depicted as a snake or a cross between a 
human and snake. A totemic image which traditionally drew worship and 
reverence is transformed into an image of not only laziness and disgust, but of 
evil. Many rituals are no longer practiced due to the introduction of Christianity, 
but the New Methodist movement sees any connotation with the past as a 
connection to a sinful heritage. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
The most shocking and detrimental impact on culture from religious bodies, is a 
movement I only discovered late into my research when I visited Namotomoto in 
Ba, which I have come to refer to as the “witch hunt”.  While being shown around 
the community by the daughter of the Turaga ni Koro, I was shown a stone 
memorial next to their Methodist church. It was engraved and stood in 
commemoration of when the village had been “cleansed”. In 2005, a local 
evangelical Methodist group had come to the community and demanded they 
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hand over all objects of tradition and artefacts which they had in their possession. 
They took walking staffs, tanoas, masi and tabuas, all of which were burnt to 
alleviate the ancient curse they claimed the objects held and which were 
contaminating the village. The curse was apparently affecting the health of 
villagers and their children’s education. This kind of action is extremely 
detrimental to a community in several ways. Tabuas are items which hold the 
highest ranks of respect in Fijian tradition, its cultural value being higher beyond 
measure than its monetary value. This, of course, does not mean that obtaining a 
whale’s tooth is cheap. In a country where the economy is fragile and the average 
income is very low, being able to afford a tabua is luxury. At my time of visiting, 
to purchase a small tabua would be over £100, and in Suva I was told of some 
pawn shops that now held tabuas.  In addition, as mentioned earlier, there is a 
substantial shortage of tabuas, which has led to people fashioning fake versions 
from plastic or wood so as to be able to partake in essential ceremonies.  
Moreover, each tabua that a village owns is a token and evidence of transactions 
the village has had. Chiefs would offer tabua to other leaders to ask for their 
communities’ assistance in war. They are used in engagement rites, to ask a 
community if he is entitled to their woman. Tabuas were used when provinces 
were forced to apologise to the president so he would provide them with 
development aid again.(explain) It represents historical events between one 
community and another, and in a country of oral tradition, it is impossible to 
overstate the importance of these symbols. The destruction of a community relic 
that symbolises a bond and stands as a piece of community history means that 
no evidence of these events remains. The bete of Namotomoto village lost eleven 
tabuas to the 2005 cleansing.  
 

While the Methodist churches in the villages often tolerated pre-Christian 
beliefs and practices, Pentecostal churches share the message that all pre-
Christian beliefs and practices should be eradicated and that villages should 
be cleansed and purified from the taint of these traditions, aligning them 
with witchcraft. In the demonising of pre-Christian practices, Pentecostalism 
is further alienating indigenous Fijians from their pre-Christian past and 
from their Methodist relatives…this religious revival and purification has 
had social, economic and political ramifications. (Newland, 2004:16) 

 
I encountered seven other communities which had been subject to evangelical 
‘witch hunts’, all with varying degrees of reluctance. Some areas admitted to 
hiding their artefacts by burying them, whereas others allowed the invasion as 
its religious basis meant they deemed it to have been ordered by a legitimate 
authority to which they had to accede. However, villagers would frequently 
express more concern about western influence on culture than about the fact 
that Christian groups were actively and dramatically destroying articles of 
culture. 

 
Part 2: Survival 
 
I have outlined the pressures and institutions in society which I experienced as 
contributing factors to the decline in traditional practice. I will now proceed to 
discuss aspects which have survived and and the form they take. 
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There are aspects in Fijian culture which were unaffected by the controversy of 
colonialism and imposed conversion of Christianity, and have survived into the 
contemporary world due to their functionality or purpose. This is the case for the 
lali drum. Outside almost every church which I visited, with the exception of 
Evangelical establishments, was a lali, still being used to congregate the local 
community. In Nagigi village, the lali was used by both Seven Day Adventists and 
the Methodists, on their separate Sabbath days. The notion of Veitauvutaki and 
Veitabani, which is inherently esoteric and related to ancient faith, has not been 
removed by the country’s Christianisation. These terms refer to a community’s 
connection, due to bonds which their Vu reportedly had. This connection allows 
both communities to be very rude to each other while also having no right to be 
offended. Villages in which I asked, however Christian, would admit that they 
practice the societal rules associated with it and are aware that the connection 
derives from the relations with their original Vu. In Navatuvula, a young man 
explained that their local Veitabani still throw water at them when they are 
passing on the bus. 
 
Tourism 
A great debate has arisen from the issue of whether tourism within Fiji is helping 
to preserve or corrupt tradition. Through my research, I learnt that some 
communities did not know their mekes or, alternatively, if they were ever to be 
performed, it was for an occasion of great importance such as a visit from a 
politician or foreign dignitary. It seemed that mekes were only performed if they 
had to be and in parts of Kadavu, several villages would have to collaborate to do 
so. The fact that meke classes are excluded from the most recent curriculum 
produces further issues about the next generations’ cultural connection with 
indigenous performance, and tampers with the possibility for the dances being 
able to be performed in the future. It became clear it would be highly unlikely 
that I would witness a meke performance that had been instigated and organised 
by the village itself for its own purposes. The mekes that were accessible and 
available to be seen were performances for tourists and cultural programmes 
arranged by the government.  
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I viewed a performance by the dance company, Tafag Hanua in Nadi. The town 
accommodates the international airport, several resorts and ports for the 
thousands of tourists who arrive to access the highly popular Yasawa island 
group. The dance troupe promoted themselves as a company that would 
demonstrate the culture of the country and that of other Melanesian nations to 
visitors and to educate them about their ways through performance. 
Unfortunately, very little of the performance I saw was Fijian. All female dances 
included rapid oteas which is famously associated with Hawaiian hip shaking 
dances and is also included in other Polynesian traditional dances but not Fijian. 
The men’s dances were more stylistically similar to that of the Maori haka and 
incorporated sequences including paoti, which is rapid scissor like movements 
using the legs, that are signature manoeuvres in Tahitian styles of performance. 
Both genders wore very little clothing. The women wore bikini tops and short 
sulus which would never be acceptable in a village, as generally the conservative 
nature would require female performers’ arms and legs to be covered. Men were 
shirtless with clearly oiled torsos, in short sulus and head and leg ornaments.  
   
There are two fundamental problems with the image they are presenting. This is 
a highly sexualised and exotic display, which is not an aspect that is usually 
apparent in more authentic performances of these dances. “Exotic” is a mode of 
aesthetic perception and refers to that which is simultaneously attractive and yet 
strange. The alien aspect of the subject is intrinsic to its attractiveness. Exoticism 
also functions as a disguise from the realities and brutalities of colonialism and 
imperial control and in a contemporary context, it is utilised simply as a 
commodity (Balme, 2007:9). Secondly, what is being performed is a false 
presentation of Fijian performance. Female dances were more Hawaiian or 
Tahitian and the men’s performances were similar to a Haka in style. These are 
the West’s generalised ideas of Polynesian performance. The troupe were 
playing to a stereotype of what Europeans expect of Polynesian performance 
rather than displaying the genuine arts of Melanesian Fiji. Staff at the resort in 
which this show was performed said that they felt Fijian dances are the most 
boring style in the Pacific and that the company combines national styles to 
provide the most entertaining show. Their performance can be seen as 
intercultural, with multiple cultural components incorporated to compliment 
each other for the purpose of entertainment. Alternatively, it can be considered 
as a misguided representation to outsiders, which instead of being a didactic 
show, instead exacerbates the vague and generalised view of the peoples and 
performance in the South Pacific. I approached the performers after the show to 
ask questions about choreography. One female performer revealed that she is 
highly influenced by contemporary dance. When I posed questions about the 
authenticity of their work they appeared unwilling to speak to me.  
 
Alternatively, there are tourist attractions which are attempting to educate 
visitors in genuine indigenous culture. An archaeological team from the Fiji 
Museum uncovered the site of an ancient village known as Molituva. Its historical 
significance is that it has a three ring ditch fortification but its cultural interest to 
the community, with which it is attached, is very important. It also has presented 
an opportunity for the village to financially better itself, as they have created a 
reconstruction of the original site. “…the project is community-based and the 
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villagers did not have to create a man-made tourist attraction.” (Heatley, 2010: 
11). Several years ago, as the location was a known old village site, the only 
reason to enter the area was so that locals could conduct funerals or a cara, 
which is a tidying of all village areas and is connected to All Saints Day. The 
significance of the historical find has promoted the location into a site of cultural 
interest which is exceptionally marketable.  
 

“The IHRDP [Integrated Human Resource Development Programme] had 
invested $30,000 and the Ministry of Tourism has funded $30,000 in 
materials and labour costs for the construction of Molituva. Extra 
professional assistance was provided by the Department of Heritage and 
Culture, Department of Museum, Commissioner Central Office and Tailevu 
Provincial Office.” (Heatley,2010: 11)  

 
These investments are part of a larger programme of creating economic 
growth through tourism while also attempting to tackle the issue of 
unemployment. An average of 25 cruise liners visit Fiji every year, and 
these vessels hold between one thousand five hundred, to two thousand 
five hundred passengers. The new business attempts to present visitors 
with a full cultural programme of didactic entertainment. 
 

The re-enactment of tribal battles at Molituva which involves about 30 
youths, who don traditional gear to give a realistic portrayal of what 
possibly transpires at the site centuries ago, has been a huge draw-card for 
visitors. The village tour along with entertainment covers a 45 minutes 
program complete with an exhibition of traditional art and craft, like 
weaving and lightning of fire or nita. The reconstructed site of the old 
village features a burekalou or temple, at over 42 feet.  (Heatley, 2010:12) 

 
Although the affects this franchise will provide for the community is largely 
beneficial, Kasimiro Taukeinikoro has expressed a concern that the 
exhibition of Fijian culture to tourists may have a detrimental impact on the 
cultural practices of the community involved. With the cruise liner tourists 
as the target market, this produces a large demand and strain on 
individuals and infrastructure with potential daily tours which “…may 
sometimes conflict with their other village commitments like deaths, 
weddings and church commitments etc.” (Heatley, 2010:13). However, 
what is most interesting about the community’s new connection with its 
past is the consideration of recreating old practices in the contemporary. 
Journalist, Earnest Heatley, explains through his grammatically erroneous 
article, the fears inherent in the community. 
 

Ten years ago this project would be unthinkable however due to 
Christianity lesser and lesser Fijians eroding away of giving reverence to 
the old Fijians belief. That doesn’t mean we don’t respect it but follow the 
right protocol.” said Kasimiro Taukeinikoro, the CBT sub program 
manager. I posed the same question to the Vunivalu of Molituva, Ifereimi 
Boginitu or whether or not he was not concerned, as some people are 
scared for their safety and fear for their lives due to our old Fijian beliefs. 
“ He looked at me with teary eyes and said to me in Fijian “We want to 
move on”. (Heatley, 2010:13) 
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What Heatley is trying to articulate is that, although Christianity has taken 
hold of the majority of the population’s spiritual focus, there still remains 
an anxiety in recreating and generating the original cultural ways of the 
country. The fear is fuelled as it is on a genuine site and has factual basis 
rather than a manufactured display organised by a resort. The emotional 
response from Boginitu indicates that a connection to native belief systems 
is still deeply rooted and remains contentious issue.  
 
Although the whole structure of this attraction is attempting a historical 
display, which is as close to the truth as they can create, there are still 
problems with the genuine basis of the re-enactments generated at 
Molituva. Heatley’s oxymoronic description of the events as a “realistic 
portrayal of what possibly transpire[d]”, emphasises the disconnected 
understanding of how Fijian life genuinely operated several centuries ago. 
In this case, it could also be just another tourist attraction, presenting the 
country to visitors, as an imagined mystic Pacific nation in a constant pre-
contact state.   
 
There are parts of culture that are presented to visitors as intrinsic and 
incorporated parts of Fijian life which, in reality, are not. Lynda Newland 
explains in her essay on the impact of Pentecostalism in villages, that a 
community on the island of Beqa, had old cultural practices like fire-walking, a 
gift given by a god, diminish as a practice 
  

…now, rarely practised in the village even by the remaining Methodists, the 
firewalking ritual is still performed at tourist resorts. Ironically, as it is being 
challenged as idolatry in the villages, it has been offered as a marker of 
indigenous Fijian identity for the tourist market. The problem of firewalking 
then becomes not just a Christian problem about the nature of good and evil but 
also a problem of identity in an increasingly globalised world.” (Newland, 2004: 
17) 

 
This is similar to the situation in Sawani village in Naitasiri, which, although 
located inland, occasionally have coaches of tourists who arrive with a specific 
cruise company, to visit their village as an “authentic example of Fijian rural 
living”.  I was informed that the community had decided they were going to build 
a traditional bure next to the community hall to show Americans a real example 
of Fijian buildings. All the buildings in the community were fairly modern and 
constructed with concrete, wood and corrugated iron rather than entirely 
organic structures such as bures. The village had no intention of using the bure 
for their own needs, but only as an educational demonstration to the visitors, 
although it is rare for any home in contemporary Fiji, in fact, to be a bure.  
 
Yaqona was originally a rite only reserved for a chief, but it is now consumed by 
most people and so has lost its former sancity. Tourists are actively encouraged 
to drink yaqona so they can be part of “the Fiji experience”. The turag ni koro of 
Narewa, a village adjacent to Nadi, explained that in the village, people 
traditionally would cobo (a clap signifying respect) three times after drinking 



 48 

yaqona but rarely actually conducted that protocol during drinking. They would 
teach the tourists proper drinking etiquette yet not practice it themselves. 
 
Christopher Balme outlines tourism's affect on Fijian art and performance in his 
book on Pacific performance. “The Pacific as paradise is certainly the most 
overworked epithet in the discursive field we are dealing with” (Balme 2007: 10). 
He expands on this by describing the commodification of culture such a 
traditional dances in the form of tourist and ethnographic shows as “equivalent 
to airport art” (Balme, 2007: 9). Such shows are to produce images of mystical 
and historical experience and a connection to a country which still lies in an 
imagined pre-contact state.  
 
Ministry-Run Culture, Organisation and Festivals  
 
The contemporary arts scene developing in the country has evolved beyond 
tourist displays of dance and traditional carvings, as the Pacific partake 
internationally in cultural events, The Fijian style negritude movement hold a 
significant place in the production of organisations that are actively creating 
work to convey a contemporary identity of the Fiji people which is rooted in 
their history. This is most prevalently observed in Suva’s dance companies and 
cultural organisations, such as the Pacific Arts Alliance. The PAA was formed in 
2005 and created as a cooperative aimed at aiding and empowering Pacific 
artists. Another example of an organisation which intends to exhibit Pacific 
rooted work is the Dance Theatre of Fiji, which is…  
 

…an innovative group [run by]Manoa Rasignatale, a former pop star who 
began researching his island heritage after the 1972 Pacific Arts Festival. 
Performers of the company re-enact village life. Top spinning contests or the 
spirit inspired creation of a meke may be acted out. This theatrical 
presentation of indigenous practices is comparable to the choices of Cook 
Islands National Theatre and conforms to folkloric theatre-dance companies 
that have emerged in many Third World countries. (Banham 1995:810) 

 
Other dance companies are following suit including VOU Dance which 
formed in 2007. I had a meeting with the creator and founder of the company, 
Australian- Fijian, Sachiko Miller. The focus of the company is the 
combination of Western contemporary dance with Fijian aspects still 
inherent to movements and costume and they describe themselves as a 
“contemporary Pacific dance company, investigat[ing] our Pacific Island 
identities within today’s high-tech globalised society through movement.” 
(Vou, 2010) 
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The surge in the activity of cultural performance is also aided by the government 
run, Fiji Arts Council which was created in 1964. The Arts Council promotes 
meke performances and… 
 

“…coordinates national programmes and activities to develop and 
promote visual, performing and fine arts as well as traditional and 
contemporary craft. In expanding from its original role as a coordinating 
body for the presentations of overseas artists, the Council is playing an 
important role in the preservation, revitalization and promotion of living 
heritage and arts.” (FAC, 2005) 

 
A similar attitude is present in Fiji’s film industry which has become known as 
Bulawood and Fijian writers and directors partake in Polywood film 
competitions, the latter referring to Polynesian films. The Fiji Audio Visual 
Committee states that films shot in Fiji receive a 35% tax rebate to encourage 
cinematic domestically produced works.  

 
“The Fiji Audio Visual Commission (FAVC) aims to promote and develop 
the audio-visual industry into a flourishing, culturally diverse, 
competitive and commercially viable industry where the local culture 
and way of life are promoted and developed, and where the people of Fiji 
have a central role in the industry.” (FAVC, 2010) 

 
Lastly, founded in 1997, the Oceania Centre for Arts, Culture and Pacific Studies 
is part of the University of the South Pacific and holds art exhibitions, poetry 
readings as well as producing and displaying performances. The organisation 
describes itself as offering… 

 
 …a unique blend of formal and non formal education in Pacific culture and the 
arts…set(s) out deliberately to cultivate and nourish a special spirit of creative 
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originality that would lead to the flourishing of contemporary visual and 
performing arts firmly rooted in our histories traditions and adaptation to the 
changing international environment that affects every facet of our existence. 
The creative process engendered remain focused on experiment and 
originality, necessary for moving out cultures out of the mire and imitation 
and cloning reproduction (Oceania Centre, 2010)  

 
All the artistic organisations discussed are enabling new representations of 
the Fijian people to be created and enables performance and art to be 
produced which sets out to analyse the current negotiatory position of Fiji’s 
contemporary culture. 
 
One of the most innovative programmes to have been created to restore or 
record Fijian culture is the Institute of Fijian Language and Culture’s Cultural 
Mapping project. The director of the institute, Misiwaini Qereqeretabua, set up 
the unit to visit every single village in Fiji’s fourteen provinces, as well as the 
island of Rotuma, and collect information specific to their community.  
 

Intangible Cultural Heritage forms the "soul" of a culture.' Moreover, 
central to its promotion and protection is the safeguarding and 
revitalization of knowledge and cultural systems. The concept of 
knowledge or `traditional knowledge', more specifically, has a close 
relationship with intangible cultural heritage. In fact, it is at the core of 
intangible cultural heritage promotion. Knowledge is the very foundation 
of indigenous cultures; it is in itself part and expression of the culture it 
originates. It creates a relationship between a particular indigenous 
community and its ancestral territory; relationship between humans as 
well as non-humans…. Indigenous Fijian customs, language, dances, 
traditional etiquette, etc. are oral, and preservation rests pivotally on 
continual usage and observance. However, given the onset of a dominant 
global culture, with the combined influence, amongst other factors, of a 
nonconducive cosmopolitan livelihood, an apathetic youthful population, 
and emphasis on economic development, intangible heritage has been 
placed in precariously desperate positions, continually being threatened, 
and exploited for economic gain.(Qereqeretabua 2008:1) 

 
The programme recognises that each province has distinct uniqueness in their 
systems and knowledge and sets about to interrogate varying knowledge on 
heritage sites, traditional ceremonies and beliefs, traditional healing practices, 
agricultural methods, emigrational information, forms of crafts, designs, 
performance and legends.  
 

The Cultural Mapping Programme is envisaged to be beneficial economically, 
socially and education wise. Having a database with thorough entries of 
custodians of indigenous knowledge and associated expressions will ensure 
that its owners are properly recognized, identified for the customary use of 
their knowledge and cultural expressions, and that they are remunerated 
accordingly for the commercial use of their cultural expressions. Moreover, 
the creation of such framework will encourage tradition-based innovation 
and creativity for the custodians.(Qereqeretabua 2008:5) 
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This is a pioneering project and the first of its kind in Fiji. Due to the multiple and 
forceful pressures which are altering indigenous cultures, this recording of 
individual communities culture, is paramount in preserving knowledge before 
any more damage can be done.  
 
Festivals 
The Hibiscus, Sugar,  Bula, Pacific Arts Festivals 
 
Cultural festivals are now a common place in Fiji, and several large can be 
expected several times within a year. Though focusing on the regional aspects of 
the place in which it is held, all the events have similar events, entertainments 
and focuses. Large festivals such as the Hibiscus Festival in Suva and the Sugar 
Festival in Lautoka, have impressive street parades, in which contestants in the 
pageants, or other competitions related to the festival, are driven down main 
roads on decorated vehicles. Local organisations, councils or even religious 
groups will often also have their own floats within the parade, which also 
includes marching bands. 
 
Beauty Pageants have been an active part of festivals since the 1960s but rather 
than based on beauty alone, the events are more focused on charity and fund 
raising. Categories of fashion in the Queen Hibiscus competition in Suva, was 
traditional wear in which candidates created their own “western” style fashions 
out of masi or leaves. Cultural evening shows present “Polynesian Night”, “Fijian 
Night”, “Indian Night”, “Chinese Night”, in which most cultures in the country get 
to demonstrate and perform their own styles of dance or song. These events 
have seemed to grow beyond just a event for entertaining local communities.  
 

“Now they wish to combine entertainment with education and topical 
issues to create a more meaningful and relevant event. Apart from the 
amusement rides, food stalls, entertainment and the pageant, the 2010 
Hibiscus Festival will include educational and development events. Hence 
the inclusion of the careers expo as well as the agriculture, horticulture 
and pet shows. In the past it has been all about fun, now we join the 
government and good willing NGOs and coporate in their focus of 

developing local resources, communities and people…” (Turaga Events, 
2010:68-9) 

 
Some Festivals I visited featured small platforms in which Christian groups 
performed didactic skits about sexually transmitted infections, or featured 
boxing matches. Though Fijians are purposefully pushing their own 
cultures to the forefront of these events, this is done through the format 
and structure of European street festivals. These events began in a time in 
which Fiji was still colonised, and the British administration provided and 
demonstrated their concept of a festival, which included marching bands 
etc. It is through this structure in which Fijians still exhibit and perform 
their own identities.  
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Ministry 
I managed to obtain a meeting with Mere Ratunabuabua who is the principal 
Cultural Development Officer in the country’s Ministry of Heritage and Culture. 
She confirmed that mekes were no longer regional stories, but instead, 
commodified and general, due to the performances’ suppression by figures from 
religious institutions. She expressed the importance of attempting to keep 
traditional culture as an active part of Fijian life and of resisting the effect of 
outside media on their culture. Story telling used to be another performative 
aspect of Fijian tradition but the skills to perform it and the stories that were 
relayed diminished with the introduction of television. She outlined that Dance 
Fiji, a performance competition between schools, had been produced to 
encourage an active interest in the arts within the younger generations, and the 
specific inclusion of traditional dance categories means that competitors are 
actively entering to display skill and knowledge in their performance heritage.  
  
Ratunabuaabua explained that the Government did not provide instructions for 
actions they wanted the Ministry of Culture to take, implying little concern about 
the issue and leaving decisions to be made by the Ministry. I enquired as to 
whether festivals organised in the country were for a cultural purpose. Although 
it was a positive aspect of the events, to exhibit and share various cultures 
situated in Fiji, the festivals were geared more towards a financial focus and 
were not primarily concerned with culture. Performances are not geared at 
tourists, but, as she put it, “the West always sells”.  
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Conclusion 
 
From first contact, when Fijians and Europeans discovered each other, the future 
of Fiji was altered forever. When the explorers arrived, some locals thought they 
were ancestors in white form and owned materials which they wanted. The 
outsiders brought medicine but also disease, they brought religion but also war 
and completely changed their understanding and operation of all that the 
indigenous people had developed themselves. The introduction of firearms, for 
example, changed beyond measure how Fijian warfare operated and entirely 
interfered with political hierarchy and dominance as a result.  From the 
beginning, the cultural codes of how these two races understood each other, and 
the theories and ideologies which motivated their actions collided and Fiji was 
never the same again. Ratu Kamisese Mara’s speech at the closing address at the 
Fiji Constitutional Conference in 1970, exemplifies this. 
 

Today marks the end of a long journey- a journey of close on one 
hundred years of peace and war…Through it all we have had the 
protection, help and guidance of the  United Kingdom. Many of her 
traditions are firmly grafted not only on our political institutions, 
but on our whole national life. The rule of law, parliamentary 
democracy, respect for the rights of minorities…are all taken for 
granted in Fiji, but they are, in a very real sense, a legacy from the 
British. Should we ever wish to forget the British – which God 
forbid- it would not be possible. Your ways and your ideals are too 
much part and parcel of our own way. (Thomas, 1991:76) 

 
The assimilation, of which Mara speaks, is embedded within all aspects of Fijian 
life and is a construction which would now be impossible to reconfigure. What 
has remained of the Fijian ways and what has been forced upon or accepted in 
Fijian practices result from the cultural politics at play within this post colonial 
nation and implies that society, whether the ruling power or the indigenous 
people, have prioritised and selected elements that should remain in action, as 
well as aspects which through the cultural compromise, are to be lost.  
 

A few anthropologists have suggested that the fundamental mode of 
production for syncretisms is power – that [s]yncretism has presumably 
always been part of the negotiation of identities and hegemonies in such 
situations as conquest, trade, migration , religious dissemination and 
intermarriage (Eliade, 1958:98) 

 
In Fiji’s negotiation of divergent modes, new types of religious and cultural forms 
of expression have been produced, which reflect “…the different ways by which 
people have cognised, represented and transmitted their culture” (Eliade, 
1958:95). This has ultimately determined the course of the country’s 
developments and their future handling of their own traditions and customs. 
 

“…Fijian society, already greatly altered after a century and a half of 
culture contact, is in a state of flux, and the motivations and aspirations of 
modern Fijians are directed towards western goals, values and status 
symbols as well as towards traditional elements” (Watters 1969: xiii)  
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Additionally, in the face of the forms of Christianity that threaten to eradicate 
indigenous belief and custom, and the wave of modernity and globalisation 
taking root and affecting Fiji, the important questions are, how and where does 
indigenous culture survive and  what are the reasons for its survival? What is the 
future of the Fijians’ original faith, performances and customs? These questions 
are even more poignant in consideration of the contemporary potent cultural 
battle within an unstable economic climate. 
 
It is difficult to extrapolate trends from the merging cultural melange. Through 
my work, it became apparent that villages situated less than half a mile from 
each other had completely opposing ideas of indigenous practice, politics or the 
priorities for their community. Additional factors such as oral history meant 
there was also a blurred image of what practices have been resurrected and 
what has been left to decay, or, in fact, what has never been out of practice at all. 
The diversity of survival and adaptation of individual Fijian culture and tradition 
in relation to globalisation and modernity is immeasurable, even within one 
tikina, and all apparently operating within the same faith. 
 
It is difficult to extrapolate trends from the merging cultural melange. Through 
my work, it became apparent that villages situated less than half a mile from 
each other had completely opposing ideas of indigenous practice, politics or the 
priorities for their community. Additional factors such as oral history meant 
there was also a blurred image of what practices have been resurrected and 
what has been left to decay, or, in fact, what has never been out of practice at all. 
The diversity of survival and adaptation of individual Fijian culture and tradition 
in relation to globalisation and modernity is immeasurable, even within one 
tikina, and all apparently operating within the same faith. 
 
It is very apparent that through British rule, outsiders completely replaced belief 
systems and therefore functional aspects, such as knocking down the 
community’s bure kalou and replacing it with a church.  Certain aspects of 
culture from the ruling authority has also provoked assimilation, but there is still, 
nevertheless, a form of resilience that remains within the Fijian people which 
motivates them to stay connected to their roots, and there are aspects of the 
nation and the way the public operates that can never be altered.  

 
 “Asesela Ravuvu maintains that although British rule and Christian 
influence may have “offered an opportunity for the growth of individuality 
in the Fijian character”, the Fijian still finds it “difficult to separate himself 
completely from his own people” (Ravuvu 1987:289) 

 
The attachment to the indigenous past is unfortunately problematic due to the 
British presence in the country, and how Fijians have been allowed to view their 
own history. There seems to be a large disparity between attempting to react or 
assume authentic and traditional modes, and actually being genuinely authentic.  
Origins are a very significant aspect of Fijian culture, and very often, people who 
have lived their whole life in a city, will have their burial in the community from 
which their family comes. Although Christianity has demonised the past, it 
appears that the rupture that was produced has resulted in, generally speaking, 
Fijian people continuing to struggle, and trying to connect to their history, even if 
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they do not understand it properly themselves. They are not finished.  This 
distorted sense of cultural identity can often be viewed in Fijian performative 
culture. 
 

The performance genealogies of the South Pacific can only function 
through a consciousness of the past that links the place of performance 
with the productive memories of performers and spectators. Cross 
cultural pacific performances are therefore always citational practices in 
the sense that performers and spectators both draw from common, but 
not necessarily congruent repertoires of knowledge…explorers, 
colonialists, missionaries and tourists tried to make sense of the 
performances they saw. The performative response on the part of the 
local people was to incorporate this “sense making” in their own 
performances for the visitors, thus initiating a strategy of performative 
reciprocity that begins very soon after first contact was made and which 
continues until the present. (Balme, 2007:2) 

 
As chapter three explains, the culture that has survived Christianisation and 
colonialism is under threat. I do not think it is possible to lessen the pressures 
that are changing Fiji, but particular forms of assimilation have provided a 
passport for customs to proceed while assuming another form. Syncretism is a 
major contributor to why particular customs still exist. For example, pre 
Christian taboos have simply been Christianised and continue to provide an 
ideological basis for legitimating chiefs in modern politics. This is certain in cases 
such as the notion of chiefs deriving from gods. This concept was allowed to 
continue under the new Christian authority, as it was legitimated by bible quotes, 
“For there is no authority except from God and those (governing authority) that 
exist have been instituted by God” (Lawson, 1996: 55). A chief’s position 
functions principally as part of the social order but it is divinely sanctioned and 
has been allowed to continue as such due to foreign imposed ideals being used to 
support it. 
 

 …Might syncretism refer to a strategy for employing the “new” in 
service of survival of tradition is maintained through types of syncretism, 
preserving or authenticating the old. (Eliade, 1958: 93) 

 
From my original proposal I predicted that, due to the economic situation, 
communities were reconnecting with the past which was reinvigorating the 
practice of indigenous ritual which was paralleling the cultural performances 
and conventions taking place in cities. In fact, the sense I had during my time in 
Fiji is that political impoverishment and financial issues are not helping the 
reintroduction and revival of Fijian tradition, but, in fact, aiding its decline. It is, 
in reality, organisations based in urban areas, government ministries and 
academically based groups which are reintroducing Fijian culture. They are 
achieving this proactively through the form of exhibitions, performance and art 
in which they may self analyse their culture through this kind of work, rather 
than an indigenous renaissance stemming from ceremonial and belief lines 
within rural communities.  
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There is, however, an expressed desire for a return to a state in the past, but this 
past is not part of a pre colonial purely indigenous setting. My interviews in 
villages were held with members of the community discussing what has and has 
not changed in their society. An overwhelming proportion of these interviews 
contained expressions of concern about a loss of particular protocol and 
traditions that relate to a time within the last fifty years. There appears to be a 
selected part of Fijian history which they have foregrounded as the perfect time. 
It refers to a period after they had been “civilised and corrected” by Europeans 
and had abandoned customs such as cannibalism, but before the effects of 
globalisation, urbanisation and technology had taken hold and altered 
regulations and values. This is a time when, although very Christian people, 
communities continued to simultaneously observe tight etiquette and protocol 
and were still very much in touch with aspects of their pre colonial past. This was 
an age of both extensive knowledge and practice of some Fijian systems, and also 
the polite civilised state of a Christianised authority.  
 
As I have said, this study is a small contribution to the enormous task of 
acquiring a full understanding of how, and perhaps why, syncretism exists in 
modern Fiji.  Perhaps Stocking best expresses why it is so very important that it 
should continue, as it appears to be the best protection available for what is a 
rich and diverse culture. If it were to be lost, the world would, indeed, be a 
poorer place. 
 

“Every item of culture…represents a value, fulfils a social 
function…For tradition is a fabric in which all the strands are so 
clearly woven that the destruction of one unmakes the whole. And 
tradition is…a form of collective adaptation of community to its 
surroundings. Destroy tradition and you will deprive the collective 
organism of its protective shell, and give it over to the slow but 
inevitable process of dying out” (Stocking, 1991: 51) 
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Glossary 
 
Some terms which will appear in this report which may require a definition in 
order to provide fuller comprehension for those who are unfamiliar with Fijian 
culture or language. 
 
Bure – A traditionally constructed thatched building, constructed of wood and 
various kinds of vegetation.  

Bure Kalou – A bure with a very high roof in which previously, hereditary 
priests mediated between the Vu and the community. It would have been the 
tallest building in the village and was a site to offer gifts and to conduct rituals.   

 
Cobo -– clapping with cupped hands to produce a hollow clap sound as a sign of 
respect and is done in social contexts as well as in ceremonies. In the instances of 
sevusevus, both the party offering and the party receiving would cobo, though the 
number of times and rhythm used would vary in different regions. Cobos are 
most commonly used during yaqona ceremonies. 
 
Lali- Traditional drum which is used to communicate. Different rhythms produce 
different meanings. For instance, a particular slow beat means some one has died. 
Originally used to announce events such as war, it is now used to call people 
together, for example to community meetings or church services. The drum is 
generally a large block of wood with a hollow slit that runs along its length and is 
played with wooden sticks. 
 
Mana – a complex concept relating to supernatural powers or magic which is 
inherited, although it can be gained or lost. There are disputes as to whether the 
term is considered a noun or a verb. It is often associated with the head which 
has brought about protocol related to height and taboos related to touching 
other people’s heads or being at a taller height than chiefs. The ancient 
consideration of the mystical power of mana was that it was strengthened by 
bloodshed therefore sacrifices were made at canoe launches or the building of 
temples. 
 
Masi – A traditional type of cloth produced from tree bark and is a signifier of 
status. It can be painted and decorated with different styles of pattern associated 
with different provinces. Masi is used in important ceremonies such as the dress 
of a bride at a wedding. It is also used to wrap bodies in for burial, or to cover a 
burial mound As it is produced in a variety of countries in the South Pacific, its 
international name is tapa.  
 
Mataqali –A social unit. Each Yavusa will have several mataqalis within them 
and each mataqali will have a role attached to them. There are several possible 
roles. The Turaga – chieftain tribe, Bete – tribe of priests, Bate – warriors, 
Matanivanua – heralds and conductors of ceremonies and Dau, who are 
craftspeople such as carpenters or meke makers. One is meant to naturally 
inherit the skills associated with the mataqali within which you are born. When 
born into the Bate mataqali, one will have the talents and instinct to be a fighter.  
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Meke – The traditional performance demonstrating both dance and storytelling. 
There are various forms such as bulac which are war challenges, seasea which is 
a female dance with fans, and a male spear dance. The sexes do not perform 
together and both demonstrate those qualities which are preferred of their 
gender: men conveying strong or aggressive movements while women 
demonstrate grace. Generally performed for specific special occasions with the 
accompaniment of rhythmic clapping and song and perhaps the use of traditional 
drums. Gestures and movement are symbolic of actions and events which 
correspond with the story being relayed in the song. Mekes vary depending on 
their geographical origin as they convey the stories of the community in which 
they were choreographed. “…dance can be seen as a living record of the overall 
social conditions and historical developments of a society” (Gundlach, 
2004:159 ). Though the sequence of movements and the story was originally 
formulated through the dreams of particular villagers, this is rarely the method 
of meke creation in contemporary Fiji, nor do performers now dance while in a 
trance state. 
 
Reguregu – A ceremony which precedes funerals in which family members and 
mourners present mats, tabua and yaqona. A reguregu may last several days  
 
Salusalu – wreath worn around the neck either made from leaves and flowers 
woven together or braided bark.  To receive a salusalu is a mark of respect. 
 
Sau-tabu - refers to a sacred or mystical taboo such as the burial sites of dead 
chiefs, so regulations also relate to mythical and ancient religious laws. The 
proper etiquette must be performed in such areas, such as in graveyards, I was 
instructed to say “tulo” while passing each grave, which stood as an apology to 
the individual bodies. With varying levels of caution also come varying 
consequences for breaking taboo. For example, if I entered a village without the 
correct attire, exposing my shoulders or legs or covering my head, I would lose 
the respect of the villagers and would gain a poor reputation. But while in Mau 
village of Namosi, I was told if I went up to a particular cave without permission, 
then my face would vanish and re-appear on the back of my head. Sites and 
objects, such as trees, waterfalls or rocks can contain a Vu and therefore also are 
taboo locations. 
 
Sevu –From the year’s first harvest, the first produce that is grown from the crop 
needs to be presented and given to a figure of authority. Originally this was 
always the chief, as due to his descendancy from the Vu, it was similar to making 
an offering to the gods. Now, due to new religions, the sevu is often given to the 
chief,  community’s Christian preacher, or even to the land owner. 
 
Sevusevu – A ceremony in which a person entering a community which is not 
their own asks permission or requests assistance to be allowed to enter, by 
offering yaqona. The acceptance of the yaqona is the acceptance of the stranger 
into the community. Short speeches are made and ritual clapping is conducted. 
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Sulu – A piece of cloth that is wrapped around the waist and is the accepted form 
of attire for both men and women in villages. It is considered a more official or 
smarter option than trousers for men. 
 
Tabu – In English, taboo, referring to boundaries and rules which should not be 
broken. As Fijian rural life is conducted according to very specific codes of 
conduct, taboos range from who you are allowed to speak or communicate with, 
to where you are allowed to go. Therefore regulations dictate large proportions 
of social interaction. Issues to do with mana and head height mean that a taboo 
can broken by a child flying a kite in the village. Locations can be taboo and the 
levels of caution that should be adhered to in relation to it can vary. This is 
dependent  upon what resides in the location which has caused fear or sense of 
sanctity.  
 
Tabua – A whale’s tooth which is used in ceremonies such as engagements, 
weddings, funerals and is a negotiatory item between leaders. At the 
accepting of the tabua, one is then bound to provide what ever request is 
being made. It is a symbol which is synonymous with trust and is an item to 
which the highest cultural value is attached. There is coloration between 
the size of the tooth and the importance of the transaction or offering being 
made.  
 
Tanoa – Carved wooden bowl in which yaqona is prepared and from which it is 
served. A particular point of the tanoa should face the person in the ceremony 
who requires the most honour or respect. 
 
Tikinas – refers to a districts within provinces. 
 
Tokatoka-  This refers to close relatives and family. Several tokatokas will make 
up a mataqali. 
 
Turaga – The chief and leader of the village who has inherited the title. He 
should be the most direct descendent to the community’s deified ancestor. 
 
Turaga ni Koro – The elected leader and administrator of the village. His role 
means he can represent his community in Fiji’s modern political system 
 
Vanua – the term encompasses several different meanings and when translated 
into English merely means land. Vanua actually has a far more complex meaning 
and is a potent aspect of Fijian culture. It relates to… 

“…the people, their traditions and customs, beliefs and values, and various 
other institutions established for the sake of achieving harmony, solidarity 
and prosperity within a particular social context…It provides a sense of 
identity and belonging…The Vanua is an extension of the concept of self.” 
(Sienkiewicz, 2000:4 ) 

 
In terms of vanua, an individual’s identity and the land they are from are 
inseparable.  
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“For the indigenous Fijian, vanua is an extension of the self, containing 
ones past and future. One’s relationship to the vanua requires 
acknowledging that one belongs t the land which is a source of mana and 
rootedness” – (Najita, 2006:71) 

 
Veitauvutaki (or tauvu)– Tauvu is the relationship between two tribes or 
communities who have a family or descendancy link. Veitauvutaki is a rule which 
allows one community when entering the other, to be rude or take their items 
without the host community being annoyed.  
 
Vu (kalou vu) – The kalou vu are the original gods of Fiji from which all Fijians 
are descended. Any mana possessed in people will have descended from the 
sacred origins of these figures. The more direct your descendancy is, the higher 
your status in society.  Vu have the ability to change forms and make occurrences. 
Particular provinces, tikinas or individual villages will be associated with a 
particular Vu and varying regions will have their own interpretations or 
understanding of individual Vu. A nationally known Vu is Dakuwaqa, a Vu most 
associated with the sea and is thought to be able to turn into a shark. Individual 
places have stories about his interaction with their community and have 
differing connotations associated with him and will even perhaps refer to him by 
a different name. Stories of the Vu effect everyday practice. The octopus Vu of the 
island of Kadavu once beat Dakuwaqa in a fight and as a result Dakuwaqa 
promised that he and other sharks would never hurt the people of Kadavu. These 
islanders are notoriously casual and unafraid at the appearance of sharks while 
at sea.  

Yaqona – narcotic root plant, commonly referred to as grog or kava. The plant is 
dried and pounded into a powder which is then mixed with water through a fine 
cloth bag to produce a drink. This is then consumed from coconut bowls. 
Originally is was a method to mediate with the Vu and was only consumed by 
chiefs or priests in ceremonies, but in contemporary Fijian society, it can be 
consumed by any one other than children. Yaqona is still used in ceremonies and 
still has drinking etiquette and protocol attached to it which includes how the 
drink is offered, how the drink is received and the order in which people can 
drink. The rules differ regionally. The context is dependent on how serious these 
rules are adhered to. Yaqona rituals are culturally complex and include 
constructed notions of rank and gender. 

“In any gathering…an above/below axis governs people’s disposition vis a vis 
one another, usually with reference to a single plane: no one is literally above or 
below others. Above/below is the spatial corollary of the tributary relationship 
that is constituted in kava ritual…this ritual transforms balanced reciprocal 
exchange across house holds and larger collectivities into tribute”. (Furth, 
1996:120) 

Yavusa – The largest social unit in Fijian society. A clan which includes people 
with a common ancestor or God. 
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Anglican Ordination Programme : The Anglican Church in Aotearoa, New Zealand 

and Polynesia. The Installation of the Right Reverend Doctor Winston Halapua, 

BA, BD (distinction), MA, PhD As the Sixth Bishop of the Diocese of Polynesia . 

Sundy, 1st August 2010, Holy trinity cathedral , Suva Fiji. ©A New zealand  prayer 

book/He Karaakia Mihinare o Aotearoa. 

New Methodist , Souls to Jesus pamphlets – Churches or Marketplaces 

- Yaqona brochure 

- Yaqona- National Drink or Curse 

- Is tradition/culture Godly? 

 

Appendices  

 

Accounting Statement 

 

My travel route to the northern island changed completely, and most of my long 

distance travelling was done by bus. Therefore due to less long distance ferry routes 

being used, the prices for the ferry crossings were cheaper. 

 

The initial plan was to visit a potential three villages per province, and with thirteen 

provinces being included in the study, this meant that I could visit up to thirty nine 

individual communities. In some provinces due to time constraints, I only managed to 

visit two. I visited ten villages less than the maximum expected number. 

 

I had over estimated the number of injections that I needed, as some inoculations were 

still active and therefore I only needed boasters for my Hepatitis A and B.   

 

The cancelling of my journey to Kadavu deducts a significant amount for the total. In 

not being able to make the crossing, money was consequentially not spent on the ferry 

from Suva to Kadavu, the ferry from Kadavu to Beqa and from Beqa to Pacific 

Harbour. It also deducts money from the Yaqona budget as that leaves three potential 

villages not viewed.  

 

In Nadi, I stayed with friends and so did not spend the money allotted for the hotel 

stay.  

 



 66 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Purchase Predicted Cost Actual Cost 

Flights £1,124 £1,124 

travel and medical insurance £46.21 £74.50 

Injections £175 £30 

Suva Museum £2.50 £2.50 

Hotel stay in Nadi £26.16 free 

food in nadi £15 £15 

Stay in Suva £120 
both food and accommodation -$540 = 

183.91 

food for suva £60 Included in above price 

Lautoka hotel £21.90 £23.60 

food £15 £15 

ferries and intended route  Actual ferry route 

Suva to Levuka (return) £20 $50 = 17.02 

Suva to Labasa £18 suva to savusavu $55 = 18.73 

Savusavu to Taveuni £20.30 return from Napuka to Taveuni- $20= £6.81 

Taveuni to Suva £20.30 Nabowalu to Suva- $54= £18.39 

Suva to Kadavu £6.30 n/a 

beqa to pacific harbour £3.60 n/a 
Yaqona Root for potential 39 
villages £390 £290 

   

Total: £2,084.27 £1,819.46 


