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When we set out on our research for this book in 2019, there were two
definitions of va we frequently referred to: the Reverend Pratt’s (1893)
minimalist one in his Samoan Dictionary (n 1. a space between, 2. A. noise.
v 1. to rival. 2. to have a space between) and Maualaivao Albert Wendt’s
comprehensive one from 1996, which opens this collection. Both appear to
place an emphasis on spatial characteristics. By comparison, what stands out
in the 1917 edition of William L. William’s Dictionary of the Maori Language
(first published 1844) is the close relationship between spatial and temporal
aspects: wa is translated as ‘1. z. Definite space, interval, area, region ...
2. Indefinite space, unenclosed country ... 3. Time, season ... 4. v.i. Be far
advanced.” It is clear that, in both dictionary-derived definitions, translation
played a problematic role, since concepts or phenomena (which words can
only point to) were different in the Moana and the British Isles.' The question
then arises: what impact did the encounters of British missionaries, hobby
anthropologists and imperial administrators with Moana scholars and
knowledge holders have on subsequent understanding of wa as space and/or
time in the Moana?? To answer this, more research is required; we can only
touch on it here.

1 By the time Pratt compiled his dictionary, urban environments in north-west Europe showed
a well-developed consciousness of clock time (Hailwood, 2020). Further, nineteenth-century faith in
progress (Auerbach, 2001) would have interpreted the trajectory of the ‘arrow of time’ as advancement.
The dynamic, optimistic tone in the view of time would have contrasted with a perception of space as
more static, if not unchangeable. We can only speculate whether these tones might have influenced the
dictionary authors’ choice of words when translating from Samoan or Maori into English.

2 There are some traces, though, of the appropriation of English terms into Samoan. According
to Manumaua Luafata Simanu-Klutz (personal communication, September 2023), Samoans use tau to
indicate the circularity of seasons: faitau (read or identify time) as in va i tau, or vaitau, (space between
seasons). To measure time, Samoans refer to the Western concept of time, ta le taimi, as in ‘the clock strikes
an hour’.
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Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012, p. 52) notes, concerning the differentiation
between space and time, that:

the Maori word for time or space is the same. Other indigenous
languages have no related word for either space or time, having instead
a series of very precise terms for parts of these ideas, or for relationships
between the idea and something else in the environment.

Perhaps not surprisingly, then, the temporal aspects of wa are more
prevalent in current use in Hawai‘i and Aotearoa. However, here, too, one
can find spatial applications, particularly when exploring more conceptual
applications (see Smith, Chapter 17, this volume; Royal & Graham,
Chapter 2, this volume).

Carl Mika (2023) draws attention to the inherent limitations and
problematic aspects of any language: ‘talk of time and space validates an
alienation—even in the form of time and space as continuous or circular;
these designations cut into the All', divorcing humans from the fabric of
all things.

During an interview for the Va Moana Marsden project in 2020, Pania
Newton provided an interesting conceptual approach: she rendered wa,
as in taria te wa (wait for the moment), as a constellation in time and
space in which things are properly aligned. It is neither time nor space by
themselves that matter, but relationality; the right constellation seemed,
in her description, almost to lead to a loss of (linear) time and to an
expansion of possibility that felt spacious. Such spatiality would present
us with ‘the challenge of our constitutive interrelatedness—and thus
our collective implication in the outcomes of the interrelatedness; the
radical contemporaneity of an ongoing multiplicity of others, human and
nonhuman’ (Massey, 2005, p. 68). By comparison, the kind of restrained
spatiality prevalent in modernity does not emerge from interaction, neither
is it an open and ongoing place of multiplicity.

The temporal inflection of wa has recently moved into the foreground for
some of us. If, as Carl Mika tells us, wa is, from a metaphysical perspective, an
intensified form of now, then it shares this with the Japanese ma (‘interval’,
‘between’), which ‘brings about a collapse of distinctive (objective) worlds,
and even of time and space itself” (Pilgrim, 2022; see also Royal & Graham,
Chapter 2, this volume). We also know that Albert Wendt was interested
in the Japanese version of wa, which is in Japanese philosopher Nishida
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Kitard’s writings an ‘intensive now’ (Yoko Arisaka, personal communication,
September 2023). Perhaps this familiarity inflected his description of va as
the ‘ever-moving present of relations, as a processual form of time.

The coexistence of past/present/future in Maori thinking is visually given in
the takarangi (double spiral) (see Graham, Chapter 13, this volume), where
present, past and future are visible from all positions along the paths of
movement inwards and outward. In three dimensions, as a vortex—as in Pei
Te Hurinui Jones’s account, the takarangi has a morphological affinity with
Henri Bergson’s diagram of the cone of memory. This affinity has made us
consider commensurabilities with and divergences from Bergson’s notion of
‘duration’, which is subtended by the model of memory as a cone. While
the comparison is potentially problematic (Bergson’s duration is a purely
interior, subjective form of time, which he counterposes to the time of an
objective, external world), Senegalese philosopher and statesman Léopold
Sédar Senghor’s use of duration in Africana contexts suggests that this
resemblance is worth probing in Moana contexts as well.?

Additionally, while many contributors to this collection have drawn on
their own Indigenous Pacific languages, etymologies and cosmologies to
demonstrate the enduring nature of the concept of va/wa over time and
space, many have also engaged, across all papers (and the project’s talanoa)
and both explicitly and implicitly, with embodied aspects of va/wa.
An experiential, maybe even phenomenological approach (akin to Bergson’s)
complements the linguistic layering of time—space beyond the physical.
Some, like Rosanna Raymond, loane Ioane and Lemi Ponifasio, speak very
clearly of the body—or Va Body—as a vessel, a passage, by or through
which to engage with and understand va. Others refer more obliquely to
experiences of being in place (or out of place, across oceans, or connected
via digital realms) during which feelings or understandings of va emerge
from their physical responses to sound, occasion and/or environment.
Experiences of bodily (and ancestral) memories—sensing aitu; the visceral,
tight-throat, teary-eyed response to news from home while away; hearing
waves crash, smelling sea salt and feeling at home—have often been shared
in conceptualising va through this project.

3 Ethiopian Africana philosopher Messay Kebede (2019, p. 61) makes another connection with
Moana traditions: as the world diverges or differentiates (as in Bergson’s thinking), change is continuous.
This has crucial implications for the perception of ‘the new’, for if change is differentiation rather than
discontinuity, no break with the past is needed: change can occur ‘through the prolongation of the past
into the present’.
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The sharing of this experiencing blurs and blends lines between disciplines,
as Moana artists and academics continue to work those ‘spaces between’.
Poetic expressions, hummed waiata and mele, deep time storying, talanoa,
even laughing together, all weave their way through the academic theorising
and conceptual considerations in this publication. Returning to ancient
ancestral ways of practising and being—and moving with them into new
and re-imagined ways of living, working, forming community together—
grows the potential for new insights arising from the blurred edges between
things, the woven nets of interconnected practices and peoples. There is
a curious playfulness in the talanoa between the artists (Chapter 12, this
volume) who saw creative potential in va, and also in Brett Graham and Te
Ahukarami Charles Royal’s chapter (Chapter 2, this volume), that echoes
Albert Wendt’s admission of casualness when he first wrote about va. This
playfulness is part of the creative potential of va.

In 2019, this creative potential helped us switch our conference over to
a fully digital format. The move required us to translate core Moana values
from onsite practice into online protocols. Prior to the conference, we spent
months (not counting the years before) on relationship building, planning,
adjusting and readjusting—all leading to the whirlwind of just a few short
days. The resulting digital va of the conference provided spaces for stories,
deep critical and conceptual discussions, laughter and even tears to be shared
across oceans and time zones. Some participants had met in person, some
only over emails, some never at all, and they were now together in another
format of (almost) kanohi-ki-te-kanohi* contact, in another form of now.
In the middle of the long second lockdown in Aotearoa, the experience
of moving, in a single moment, from sitting alone in a home office to
being held among a whole online community was surreal. The conference,
in turn, has since unfolded into ongoing project strands and, eventually,
this publication. This intermingling, blurring, layering of times and spaces
(but also the intermittent clarifications and agreements) has become an
important part of the experience of working into the va/wa.

Throughout this project, the local or rooted contexts of va discussed in most
chapters have been found, or honed, in regionally routed conversations
between project participants. Thus, the exposition of specific va and wa
concepts was made possible through discussions across Samoan, Tongan,
Maori, Hawaiian and Western contexts: they helped articulate and clarify

4 Te reo Maori, meaning ‘face-to-face, in person, in the flesh’ (Moorfield, 2003-2025).
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similarities among them as much as the uniqueness of each tempo-spatial
concept, in each context. The collective process of reclaiming the multiple
spatio-temporal possibilities found in va and wa is, we believe, an important
intervention into the current dominant modes of spatio-temporal organising.

Albert Wendt, whose ‘casual’ yet remarkable exposition of va opens this
volume, has been a friend, colleague and teacher to many of us. Some of
us heard him speak his va and begin to tatau that postcolonial body before
he wrote about it. Thereafter, the consideration and conventionalising of va
traced old and new channels. Some of this book’s contributors were born
into va relations and configurations, others have come to sense or articulate
them through relationships rooted in or routed through the Moana.

As we conclude the writing and editing process—itself a testing ground for
va—there is a satisfaction in having teased out some tangles and established
further entanglements. We are grateful to colleagues who have insisted upon
deadlines to draw our threads together, and cognisant that their coalescence
here does not signal stasis or completion. It is but a moment of stability in
the movement of the vortex. Always there are questions not yet answered
and others not yet asked.

Our introduction ended with the proffering of a volume ‘as a node within
an already existing relationship web of time—space confluence’. Already, it
seems that some of its ideas, voices, evocations and provocations are ready
to spring loose from this confluence. This book, then, is both a node and
a flourishing towards others—from and towards and between people,
ancestors, ideas, books, conversations and artefacts.
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