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Tauhi fonua, tauhi vā

Tēvita O. Kaʻili with Albert L. Refiti and Ata Siulua

Maui-TāVā-He-Ako Tēvita O. Kaʻili is a professor of anthropology and 
cultural sustainability at Brigham Young University in Hawaiʻi and was 
an advisor for the project ‘Vā Moana: Space and Relationality in Pacific 
Thought and Identity’. In this talanoa with Albert L. Refiti and Ata Siulua, 
Ka‘ili summarises the development of Tāvāism, the Indigenous Tongan 
Tā‑Vā philosophy of reality, which to date has been the only contemporary 
critical theory movement to emerge out of Moananui. Kaʻili also discusses 
recent developments in his research tracing genealogical lines of flight in the 
Tongan cosmogony that connect to Tāvāism.1

Tēvita O. Ka‘ili: Siʻotoʻofa, mālō e lelei. My name is Tēvita ʻOsoni Ka‘ili. 
I am originally from Tongatapu in the village of Kolonga, but I grew up in 
Kolofo‘ou, and also in the US in Salt Lake City, Utah, in West Valley City … 
I went back and forth between the two places. But in Tonga I am connected 
to Kolonga, and also Haʻapai and Haʻano and Pangai and Fakakakai and 
Vavaʻu (which is a northern island connected to Tuʻanuku) and Neiafu, 
and also Koloa, where Maui and Hina and all of those important figures 
come from. Currently, I am a professor of anthropology and cultural 
sustainability at Brigham Young University in Hawai‘i.

Albert L. Refiti: Okay, first question. Can you tell us about your work on 
tauhi vā?

1	  For the edited recording of this talanoa, see: Kaʻili (2023).
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TK: I started working on tauhi vā back in 2001, when I was a doctoral 
student at the University of Washington in Seattle, and, during that time, 
I was doing research with Pacific Islanders, Native Hawaiians, Sāmoans 
and Tongans in the Seattle area. At that time, I was trying to figure out 
a research methodology for working with Native Hawaiians and Pacific 
Islanders, and the concept of tauhi vā or tauhi vahaʻa came to me: that 
during a research process, there is this keeping of good relations with my 
research participants. I noticed, during that process, that in order to have 
an effective research approach, and to receive the information that I was 
looking for, I had to do that through genealogy, through gift exchange and 
all sorts of different ways of maintaining that vā. That’s my initial interest; 
I was interested in that because of a research methodology. And from there, 
I became interested in the concept as it’s practised in society, in all different 
levels of society, within rituals, and within events such as birthday parties, 
or funerals, and so forth. It started in 2001. I met up with Hūfanga He-
Ako-Moe-Lotu, Professor ʻŌkusitino Māhina, at the Tongan Research 
Association Conference at the University of Utah. He was beginning to talk 
about tā-vā and faivā, and because of my interest in vā and vahaʻa, I knew 
that his philosophical approach would nicely work—I needed a philosophy 
or theory to explain tauhi vā, and that’s how I became interested in that. 
Then from there, I went to do my research for my doctorate work in Maui, 
the Island of Maui. And that’s mainly with the Tongans who live in Maui, 
and researching their practise of tauhi vā within that community, and then 
also with other communities, such as Native Hawaiians and others, using 
the Tā-Vā theory at the time, or the Tā-Vā philosophy of reality, as it’s 
known now … That’s the beginning of my work, and my interest in the 
work of tauhi vā.

ALR: Give us a summary of Tā-Vā theory—and now philosophy—of reality.

TK: So, the Tā-Vā theory, or philosophy, is a philosophy of reality: what is 
reality? This is an important philosophical question. And the answer from 
Tā‑Vā, or Tāvāism, is that reality is constituted by tā and vā, or time and space; 
and that reality, the essential component of reality, is time and space. Now, 
tā and vā is the idea that within reality there is a rhythm, a vibration, a beat, 
a movement, a motion, within space. So, that’s the tā component, and the vā 
is the spatial component. For example, in this room, this is a space, but our 
movement within this room or the architectural creation of this space, is the 
tā component of that. That’s what the basic concept of it is, and that takes on 
an ontological idea: that reality or existence is based on this idea of tā and vā 
(or time and space, it’s kind of the rough translation of tā and vā). Now, the 
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main idea is that the arrangement of time and space is also cultural. This is the 
epistemological view of Tā-Vā, that even though tā and vā is in nature—we can 
see it in trees, and we can see it in the rotation of the planet or the movement 
of the sun—humans take that, and they arrange it in certain ways. So, there’s a 
human component of that, and that’s referred to as the epistemological version 
of Tā-Vā. One of the main claims of Tā‑Vāism is that within Moana Oceania, 
the arrangement of time and space is symmetrical, which leads to harmony 
and, of course, beauty; it’s a very artistic way of arranging time … A good 
example would be tātatau, when the tattoo artist is beating the pattern into 
the human body, it’s creating a symmetrical pattern within the body, and that 
would be an expression of this idea of symmetry. Also in tauhi vā, when you 
are reciprocating gifts, that is also a symmetry. Someone gives you something, 
you give them something in return, that reciprocity is forming a symmetry. 
Symmetry is also what creates vālelei or good vā. That’s kind of the main ideas 
of Tā-Vā philosophy. We feel it comes out of Moana Oceania, and it is also 
based on those ideas. There are many other tenets, but I will keep it short.

ALR: Can you give us a brief idea of the future of the work of Tā-Vāism—
where is it going?

TK: Hūfanga He-Ako-Moe-Lotu ̒Ōkustino Māhina began the philosophical 
movement of Tāvāism in the late 1990s, and then 2001 is when I came on. 
I wrote my doctoral thesis (or dissertation, as we call it in the US) [Tauhi Vā: 
Creating Beauty through the Art of Sociospatial Relations (2008)], based on 
the Tā-Vā theory of philosophy. Since then, we’ve had many, many students 
who have used the concept of Tā-Vā, or the Tā-Vā philosophy in their work. 
PhDs, and also MA theses, and in different disciplines—anthropology, 
architecture, education, dance—you can name the many different ways 
they have taken that particular concept. So, where is the future of it? Like all 
philosophical movements, there are many branches of Tāvāism. One branch 
is the classical Tāvāism. I would say Hūfanga He-Ako-Moe-Lotu ʻŌkustino 
Māhina is probably the most classical Tāvāist, and I’m probably pretty close 
in some ways to his view of Tā-Vā in my work. But then there are other 
branches that have come out of that. One is a branch that is anti-Tāvāist, 
who think that Tā-Vā is a waste-of-time philosophical movement, and that 
there’s nothing to it. So, I would say that that would be the kind of ‘anti-
Tāvāist’ group. I would also say that there is a neo-Tāvāist group, and this 
is a group that has kind of taken the Tā-Vā ideas and infused it with other 
views and kind of taken on a new way. For example, some of the criticism of 
Tāvāism is its realism idea, the idea that reality is independent of the human 
mind, and there are lots of people who are critical of that. I would say the 
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neo, maybe the post-Tāvāists, they’re the group who don’t really buy the 
realism, but they like some of the aspects of Tāvāism. They like the idea that 
Tā-Vā is culturally created, and different cultures create Tā-Vā. So, I think 
the future of Tāvāism is that you’ll have all these various branches. There 
will be people who will take Tā-Vā and fuse it with other philosophical 
traditions. One that’s been popular in the US is the fusing of Tāvāism and 
critical race theory. Several of the Tāvāists that have come out of California 
have done that—‘Inoke Hafoka is one of them that I can think of, and 
others who have decided that Tā-Vā and critical race theory can intersect in 
some ways to talk about their work (and I’m sure that there will be others). 
But that’s where I think Tā-Vā is going to be. There probably will still be 
some classical Tāvāists, and I think like all philosophical movements, that 
will be what will happen. But I think it has a bright future, it’s going to be 
here for a long time. I used to call the people who work only with vā as sort 
of a proto-Tāvāist. But I don’t know if that is the right way to think about 
it, because I think the ones who only work on vā think that that’s just a path 
that they want to take. They don’t see the two need to be together. But there 
is also, you know, a whole group of people who are working on just vā alone 
without the tā component, and I’d say there is still a connection there to the 
Tā-Vā philosophical movement.

ALR: Okay, last question from me—your work on Tongan cosmogony, can 
you just talk about what things you’ve discovered? And how that then links 
back to Tāvāism, as a way to think through old Tongan, and by extension, 
Moananui origin stories?

TK: Oh, yeah, very good. So, for the past few years, I’ve become very 
interested in Tongan cosmogony, which is the creation story of Tonga. And 
part of the reason why I became interested in it has to be a Tāvāist reason. 
One of the claims that Tā-Vā makes is that the past is important. Bringing 
the past to the present to sort of guide us—and there’s nothing that is more 
deeply past, or going to the deep past, than to go into creation story, or 
cosmogony. Tāvāism has influenced the way that I wanted to go to, I guess, 
the front, to bring that notion of creation story into now. What I’ve learned 
is a few things. One is that coloniality—and this is kind of basing this on 
the work of Ata Siulua and Daniel Hernandez—is deeply there in Tonga, 
because very few people know about Tongan cosmogony, the full story; they 
know a little part, and so forth. If you ask them to tell you about the Judeo-
Christian story, they can tell you by memory, but if you ask them to tell 
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you about the story of the creation of Tonga, very few can tell you the full 
story—and so that element has really shown that this story has really been 
erased in the process of coloniality.

The second is that there are multiple versions, there’s not one version. Right 
now, I have eight versions that I have gathered, and [I] have placed the eight 
versions to look at their similarities. The basic story is that Tongans begin 
from the ocean, from vahanoa, and from vahanoa, in the beginning, there 
were only two spaces or vā that existed: vahanoa, the open sea, and pulotu. 
And from there emerged two entities, the primordial Tongan entities, Limu 
and Kele.

Limu is the seaweed and Kele is the sea sediment (or even soil, you can 
interpret it in that way). Then from there, they created a metallic rock called 
Touia-‘o-Futuna, and from that metallic rock, it shook, and trembled, and 
four twins came out of that rock—and out of the four twins, we have the 
many important lineages of Tonga. One is the Hikuleʻo lineage, one is 
the Tangaloa lineage, one is the Maui and Hina lineage, and one is the 
Nāfanua lineage; and all Tongans today can trace their beginning to that. 
Especially the Tangaloa line, because our king and Tongan king, trace their 
line through the Tangaloa line—which is Tangaroa here in Aotearoa, or 
Kanaloa in Hawaiʻi and many other places; and then, of course, Maui and 
Hina, and others also connected to other areas.

My interest is how to take the Tongan cosmogony and create an ecological 
responsibility—ethics—from it. When our cosmogony says that we come 
out of the ocean, what does that mean? What is our relationship to the 
ocean, and caring for that ocean? So I have moved from tauhi vā to tauhi 
fonua. Tauhi vā, caring for the vā. And tauhi fonua is caring for a specific 
kind of vā, which is the fonua, the land, the ecology, the environment, and 
all of that, that it has encountered. We have many elements within Tongan 
society that express the fonua. Kava is one of them. When you drink of the 
kava, partake of the kava, that’s the fonua; the wearing of the taʻovala is 
the fonua. So, we have many things that talk about fonua, and I’m trying 
to open up the ecological meaning of fonua, besides just a social element. 
So, it’s a social ecological way of thinking about fonua, and hoping that 
the common cosmogony can create that environmental ethics for how to 
think about things like, you know, seabed mining, or shark finning, or, you 
know, any other things that are happening now, including climate change, 
and so forth. That’s the hope, that I am—and it requires a lot, because first, 
I’ve got to tell the story, to people who have forgotten this story. And then, 
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secondly, hopefully, that there would be an element in that for them to 
think about how it could be used to think about our environment, our 
fonua—and I use fonua as my term for environment and ecology, because 
it’s more encompassing, and more inclusive, in the sense that it is used 
today. So, I think that’s the short version of my research [laughs], and it’s 
still ongoing. I’m still collecting versions, when I go back to Hawai‘i, and 
then I’m going to go to Utah to the Mormon archive. So, I’ve been to the 
Methodist archive, the Catholic archive, and now the last archive I’m going 
to is the Mormon archive, to find all the early missionaries who wrote this 
down, to get all the versions. Tongan and English versions, that is what 
I’m trying to find. The palace also has an archive, but I was unsuccessful 
in trying to access that; hopefully someday I will access that archive. And 
I was here in Auckland. I went up to the Auckland Museum, and there was 
another version of the Tongan cosmogony that I found in the Auckland 
Museum here. So that’s what I’m doing.

Ata Siulua: Thank you Tēvita. Moving from tauhi vā to tauhi fonua, in 
the work that I do talking about coloniality in Tonga—even with ideas 
around indigeneity, and within the theoretical frameworks of settler 
colonialism, it becomes very land-centric, where we cannot understand the 
land without the sky, which complements it. Here in Aotearoa, you have 
Papatūānuku and …

TK: Yeah. Ranginui, yeah.

AS: Because they don’t exist without the other. So within your ideas of tauhi 
fonua, is that inclusive of Langi? Within one of the popular chants of the 
Tongan skies, Tonga has 9, 10 skies; the fonua is within the skies, and it isn’t 
even the first sky, but it’s placed within that. So, does tauhi fonua include 
Langi in the way that they cannot exist without each other?

TK: Yes. I’m thinking of fonua in the sense that it includes Langi, 
so the skyscape, the landscape, the seascape, all of those scapes—and the 
subterranean scape is the new one that I’m thinking about—all of those are 
all included in the scape. And you know, this is where Tāvāism comes into 
it, because one of the other elements of Tāvāisms is the idea of hoa, that 
things come in pairs. So, the idea of fonua encompasses all the different 
pairs: Langi and Kelekele, and sea, and so forth. I know there are some 
theorists now who are thinking that it should be fonua and moana in order 
to make sure that the moana aspect of it is included, and I think that’s fine 
also to think of it in that way. But the way that I’m using fonua … just 
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because in the Tongan cosmogony, the vahanoa, the ocean, was also part 
of that fonua, in that sense. So, those are all sort of inclusive, and then the 
tauhi part—this is coming back to Tāvāism—is the idea of maintaining 
some sort of symmetry, or synchrony, with the way that we relate to the 
fonua. You know, most of the claims today that scientists, including Tāvāists, 
make, is that we’re out of sync in our relationship with fonua, including the 
ocean … That’s the way that I’m seeing it, yeah.

Also one of the other ideas is that fonua is a nourishing environment, 
because the other term for fonua is the placenta of the baby, which I really 
like because anything that has to do with what nourishes us is a fonua. 
So the ocean, the sky, all of that, are all a fonua; the similar idea that a 
baby has a placenta, a fonua, that is buried into the fonua when it is born, 
is the way that I’m trying to think through this idea of tauhi fonua. And 
tauhi fonua is a term that is used in Tonga, we have people who are called 
mātuʻa tauhi fonua, the elders who are to keep the fonua. Today, most of 
their work is to sort of keep the culture alive, and the social relations, but 
through my research, I’m trying to also nudge them to say it also includes 
you taking care of the fonua environment as a mātuʻa tauhi fonua. And they 
have titles! There are certain people who their titles are not—they’re not 
chiefly titles, they’re not mātapule titles as far as you know, talking chief, but 
they are tauhi fonua titles. A good example is our current prime minister, 
Huʻakavameiliku, his title is a tauhi fonua title; so there are certain titles that 
are passed down in Tonga that are only tauhi fonua titles, and that’s your 
role. This is a concept that’s been there for quite some time, and I’m hoping 
that I could, you know, continue to find ways to elaborate on some of this.
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