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Vā Moana: A relational 
geography for Moana 
Cosmopolitan worlds

Lana Lopesi

The Moana, an ocean spanning a third of the earth’s surface, is an overlay 
of many ‘Native Seas’ (Salesa, 2018), vibrant orbits of encounter that have 
always been multilingual, multicultural and cosmopolitan. The ancestors 
who began exploring and settling the Moana some 8,000 years ago never 
stopped traversing it. Centuries of exchange, intermarriage and war trace 
these orbits over the Moana, creating moments of relation within our 
expansive ocean spaces. This speaks to a cosmopolitanism, an experience 
of the world that is simultaneously local and global, rooted and routed.

Today, Moana Cosmopolitanism requires active re-membering, which 
Ty P. Kāwika Tengan (2008, p. 29) describes as ‘a type of memory work and 
an embodied practice that reaggregates historically constituted collectives 
by coordinating personal memories, historical narratives, and bodily 
experiences and representations’. Re-membering rejects the false divides 
(Lopesi, 2018) and mythologising of the Moana as terra nullius, imposed 
through the colonial imaginary of far-flung and therefore disconnected 
islands and peoples, that seek to dislocate us from each other. As Emalani 
Case (2021, p. 33) writes:

Colonial powers work hard to promote a ‘myth of separation’ in 
order to detach Indigenous peoples from their lands and from others 
around the world. This is to isolate and disempower.
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Thus, re-membering complex Moana Cosmopolitan seas is an act of 
regenerative refusal (Arvin, 2019), which interrogates colonially imposed 
boundaries and renews responsibilities between the Indigenous Pacific. 
In this chapter, I ask us to re-member Moana Cosmopolitanism, to rebuild 
our solidarities and kinships, and to navigate new ways to move forward 
together. This work will require a re-imagining of Moana experience 
as cosmopolitan. Thus, it will necessitate a relational ethic towards 
cohabitation. I imagine this re-imagining will enable us to move beyond 
myths and imaginaries of colonisation and into a re-membered relational 
social world that exists beyond national boundaries and transnational 
connections. I propose that using the Sāmoan concept of vā (Airini et al., 
2010; Anae, 2010, 2016, 2019; Refiti, 2015; Tuagalu, 2008; Wendt, 1996) 
as a relational concept of space and the regional descriptor of Moana, 
Vā Moana, can offer a way to understand the complex webs of the relational 
social world of a Moana Cosmopolitanism. Vā Moana, then, is a geographic 
space that is relational, rooted and routed, physical and digital all at once. 
This is significant, because these webs and the vā relations formed within 
them mean that our imaginaries are formed in relation to homelands, the 
diasporic home, other Moana people, global Indigenous communities and 
global communities of colour.

Within the Samoan language, vā, which describes the relations or 
relationships between things or people, is a prefix that attaches to a variety 
of other words shifting the relation and relationship between the people, 
places and things it describes. Therefore, vā as a foundational way of 
understanding relations and relationships is deeply embedded in Samoan 
language and culture. While there are many ways of understanding this 
concept, here I focus primarily on the concept’s diasporic formulations 
in academia. This distinction is important. I do not assume everyone’s 
interpretations and experiences with vā are the same; rather, I aim to be 
clear about the localised way in which place shifts the thinking around vā. 
As Albert L. Refiti (2012, p. 12) contends, in diaspora it is the most vital 
concepts such as vā that are retained and provide a bedrock for Moana 
lives. Vā offers a means to articulate relational ways of being in Western 
contexts where the general sense of relating to each other is dominated by 
Western norms of interpersonal connection. Vā, however, in its home island 
context, simply exists without the need for deliberate acknowledgement and 
description, because it is already present and understood by those within 
that social world.
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Moana Cosmopolitanism
Diasporic experience—the experience of ethnic communities living outside 
of the homeland—has often been theorised through ideas of displacement, 
assimilation and non-belonging. James Clifford (1997, p. 255) writes 
that the language of diaspora is used by ‘displaced peoples who feel 
(maintain, revive, invent) a connection with a prior home’. He notes that 
this sense of connection must be strong enough to resist erasure through 
assimilation and forgetting. In that case, diaspora signifies transnationalism 
and mobility simultaneously with a political struggle to define the local 
as a distinctive community within its historical and geographical contexts 
(Clifford, 1997, p. 252). The lived separation and entanglement of ‘living 
here’ and ‘remembering there’ becomes a key characteristic of diaspora, 
together with a need to both accommodate and resist the host country’s 
norms. Consequently, diasporic peoples balance ‘a complex combination 
of resistances and negotiations’ (Gilroy, 2002, p. 204). Daniel Hernandez 
(2019, p. 162) conceives of diaspora as ‘an ontological confusion lost in the 
midst of colliding temporalities in contested spaces’.

Displacement and contestation are partly emphasised in diaspora literature 
because positive articulations of diaspora do not fit into the colonial 
imaginary of nation-states (Clifford, 1997, p. 251). In that sense, diaspora is 
a construction of the colonial imaginary, from which we can conceptualise 
or imagine ourselves in other decolonial ways. Indeed, I have argued that the 
diasporic fixation on non-belonging is no longer useful for a digital native 
generation of Moana people who are interested in imagining themselves in 
more productive ways (Lopesi, 2021).

Rather, I offer the notion of Moana Cosmopolitanism, an additional mode 
of identification that sits in a legacy of diasporic identities reproducing and 
re-imagining themselves, while also providing an important intervention 
in the literature on Moana experience in diaspora. Thus, I develop an 
alternative conceptual framework through which Moana experience can be 
thought of as part of a global conversation outside narratives of colonial 
displacement and dislocation. Taking into account the always-cosmopolitan 
nature of Moana life, Moana Cosmopolitanism offers an alternative way of 
articulating Moana lived experience.

Cosmopolitanism is often contrasted with various forms of the ‘local’ or 
rootedness. However, exposure to new worlds is quotidian and all-pervasive, 
by virtue of the way things, thinking and people circulate the globe physically 
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and digitally. The notion of roots and routes (Clifford 1997, 2013; Diaz, 
2019; Diaz & Kauanui, 2001; Gilroy, 1993; Teaiwa, 1995) enables Moana 
people to understand mobility and place as simultaneously connected, and 
to discuss the experience of a global Moana population. For the Moana 
Cosmopolitan, a sense of globality or of crossing borders is normal, and 
in fact, heightened through the increased use of digital technology. But 
this is arguably not at the cost of a local identity rooted in place. Roots 
and routes as theoretical underpinnings of Moana Cosmopolitanism allow 
for regional expansiveness without sacrificing specificity, which enables 
room for understanding pluralistic ways of being in the Moana diaspora. 
Moana Cosmopolitans hold the tensions between specific rooted identities 
alongside expansive routed ones.

Teresia Teaiwa (1995) writes: ‘Borrowing a notion from Black British scholar 
Paul Gilroy, I have come to understand … that to search for roots is to 
discover routes.’ Similarly, Diaz and Kauanui (2001, p. 319) write: ‘Roots 
and their identities and traditions are also routed, both metaphorically and 
literally, as in the sense of moving islands’. In the Moana context, we can 
take the essay ‘Our Sea of Islands’ (Hau‘ofa, 1994) to reveal the sea as routes 
and the islands as roots. Land and sea together, not separately, constitute 
Moana genealogies, and also lie at the heart of Indigenous sovereignty 
movements (Diaz & Kauanai, 2001, p. 318). Most significantly, they are 
intrinsically connected; there are no islands without the sea around them 
and there is no sea without islands in it. They are mutually informing and 
constantly changing. This offers us another way to think about localism 
and cosmopolitanism together, which aligns with Albert Wendt’s notion 
of carrying his centre with him regardless of his location (Neill & Wendt, 
1992, p. 111).

Clifford (2013, p. 7) describes this form of rooting in a new locality as 
‘becoming’, which requires reaching ‘back selectively to deeply rooted, 
adaptive traditions: creating new pathways in a complex postmodernity’. 
Clifford relies here on the metaphor of commuting, through which 
individuals maintain multiple connections to place. Internet and air travel 
enable commuting, which helps to dismantle the cosmopolitan and local 
binary, placing Indigeneity in world-spanning networks. Emphasising 
patterns of ‘visiting and return, of desire and nostalgia, of lived connections 
across distances and differences’ (Clifford, 1997, p. 52), Indigenous cultures 
are cultures of commute that exist within global forces not outside of them.
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Cohabitation, neighbourliness and vā
Michel Agier (2016, p. 18) argues that, historically and currently, humans 
constantly invent new borders in order to ‘place’ themselves in a social world 
in relation to others. This requires the active continuation of ‘rituals’ and 
‘rites’ that create social worlds or ‘borders’ that keep people in and out (Agier, 
2016, p. 24). However, with cosmopolitanism, a social world is less about 
keeping people in and out and more about the relationships that connect 
or disconnect people from one another. This is twofold: by understanding 
oneself within cosmopolitan and global worlds one also comes to understand 
that one is coming into contact with other people constantly, which, as 
discussed, requires cohabitation and neighbourliness. This requires entering 
into an ethical relationship with others, and the imagination of new ways 
forward together. This is significant, as Moana Cosmopolitanism then is an 
identity that requires a consideration of relationships to other people, or 
relational ethics of living together with difference. The Samoan concept 
of vā provides a culturally grounded relational ethic that can help to make 
sense of the relational social world of the Moana Cosmopolitan.

In 1996, Wendt wrote what is largely considered the first scholarly use 
and definition of vā, generally defined as the space between. In that essay, 
‘Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body’, Wendt likened the survival of tatau from 
‘the onslaught of missionary condemnation and colonialism’ to the history 
and development of postcolonial literature.

Through Wendt’s interpretation of vā as describing the mode of relation 
between things, he acknowledges the phrase ‘ia teu le vā’ as being the process 
of caring for the vā or relationships. Melani Anae (2010, 2016, 2019) has 
since developed the phrase ‘teu le vā’ as a research methodology and cultural 
reference that draws together vā tapuia (sacred relationships) and genealogy 
to focus on the centrality of reciprocal relations. By describing the full 
phrase teu le vā and not just vā as the cultural reference, Anae (2010, p. 224) 
highlights the active process of tidying up the ‘social and sacred space 
that separates and unites’. The underlying notion of vā is in its spiritual 
underpinnings. Within particular Samoan relationships, tapu (restriction) 
and sā (sacredness) exist as a way to define the mode of relationality between 
people (Tamasese et al., 2005, p. 303). This bears similarities with Tui Atua’s 
writings on harmonies and boundaries (Efi, 2018). He writes that the 
Samoan social world relies on harmonies and tuāʻoi or boundaries that hold 
the balance of peace. Social tuāʻoi can be likened to land boundaries that 
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are dependent on practices of nurturing vā relations as sanctioned by the 
Samoan social world (Tuagalu, 2008). Noting that vā and tuāʻoi get used 
interchangeably, Iʻuogafa Tuagalu (2008, p. 114) explains that:

the difference between the two, is one of perspective: one talks about 
the va between themselves and others. However, one (or a third 
party) observes and comments on the tuao‘i between other people. 

This vā is not fixed but rather is a malleable, negotiated space in which 
one’s specific position becomes inherently important. This includes the 
importance one puts on reciprocal relationships; if one views all reciprocal 
relationships as sacred, then they will be tended to more closely (Anae, 
2010, p. 224).

Samoans define themselves in relation to their social worlds, meaning that the 
Samoan concept of self only has meaning in relationship or interaction with 
others, not as an individual (Tuagalu, 2008). Refiti (2015, p. 18) writes that 
‘vā is the organising principle in which things are given their place and relations 
are forged between people, as well as between people and objects, and space 
and territory’. Refiti explains further that vā is a principle of interdependence 
in which one is meaningless without the other. This relational ethic is an 
essential character of Samoan life as the Samoan social world is relational. 
From an early age families and children come to understand and model the 
relationships that make up the Samoan social world. This is a world where 
gerontocracy, kinship, respect, reciprocity, order, power and authority are 
embodied in social life (Macpherson & Macpherson, 2009, p. 13). Thus, 
Samoans understand themselves as social, cultural, political and spiritual 
beings with a collective and reciprocal life (Efi, 2018).

This reciprocity can be understood through the concept of vā relations, 
which creates a relational ethic, or Pacific relational ethics (PRE) (Anae, 
2019; Iosefo, 2019). PRE draws from normative ethical principles while 
additionally drawing on the Indigenous Moana ethical codes embedded in 
vā. Specifically, PRE relies on teu le vā for the way it implies a commitment 
to ethical behaviour, which one ‘must follow to correct the relationship 
and/or the relational arrangement if a breach of the tapu in the va has 
occurred’ (Anae, 2019, p. 11). This is what Anae calls putting aʻano or flesh 
on the bones in a way that ‘recognises and demands respect, attentiveness 
and responsiveness to our commitments to each other in the humanity of 
relationships’ (Anae, 2016, p. 118). While Anae’s PRE and teu le vā are 
specific to research ethics, I suggest their key tenets can be employed to 
describe how to be in the world more broadly.
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Relational geographies, relational spatiality
Relational ethics understood through the spiritual and genealogical 
relations of vā tapuia extend to demonstrate an inherent sense of mobility. 
Customarily, in the village setting, when groups of people went away, 
a tāpuaʻiga (act of worship) would be put in place where, under the 
leadership of elders and chiefs, a period of worship would be undertaken 
until that group had returned (Tofaeono, 2000, p. 30). Later, the returning 
party would say ‘malo le tapua‘i’—‘thank you for your prayers’—which 
were seen as having been essential to the successful outcome. In this way, 
those remaining and those travelling enter into a kind of ‘magical contact’ 
(Tuagalu, 2008, p. 117) with each other across geographical distance. 
In a contemporary setting, this kind of acknowledgement is perhaps most 
pronounced by the saying ‘malo le faauli’, which means ‘well done on the 
steering’ and is said by those travelling in the car. The driver then responds 
‘malo le tapua‘i’ (Tofaeono, 2000, p. 30). In this example, we see how vā is 
a relational ethic tied to mobility.

Similarly, geographer Sa‘iliemanu Lilomaiava-Doktor demonstrates how 
Indigenous notions of travel or malaga and vā are intertwined. Vā, for 
Lilomaiava-Doktor (2009, p. 1), is a social space that ‘engages the power 
within and between spaces and places arrayed in opposition to each 
other’, highlighting a cultural understanding of ‘“migration” as a culturally 
informed, historically grounded response to modernity and globalization’. 
This is echoed by Aanoalii Rowena Fuluifaga’s (2017, p. 45) concept of 
‘Oceanic vā’, which describes ‘the connection of New Zealand and Samoa 
in terms of distance’. Recognised as an ideal understanding of sociality, vā 
provides a way of explaining how Moana social worlds are delineated by 
kin regardless of their location, rather than national boundaries. Thus, the 
boundaries of vā depend on where networks reach.

Recently, the assumption that a group of people can be understood by looking 
at a culture in a fixed place has been challenged in ways that decentre the 
focus on place, or that propose a type of rooted and routed localism. In the 
context of this chapter, cosmopolitan Moana lifestyles have expanded how 
we may understand place and its operations. This Moana Cosmopolitanism 
is significant in relation those who are first-, second- or third-generation 
diaspora-born, as their cross-border practices are not limited to the host 
and home binary of transnationalism (Levitt & Waters, 2002; Nishitani, 
2020). This shift, in addition to the way in which Moana social worlds 
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de‑emphasise the nation-state and prioritise vā relations, highlights the 
need for a conceptualisation of Moana social worlds. Epeli Hau‘ofa (1994, 
p. 151) famously criticised the ‘geographic deterministic view’ that focuses 
on national boundaries, instead asserting the Indigenous Moana perception 
of relationality that moves beyond today’s national borders.

Renee Pualani Louis (2017, p. 19) writes that maps are ‘symbolic abstractions 
of experienced spatial phenomena that assist in communicating solutions to 
problems of a relational or spatial nature’. Simply put, maps communicate 
spatial information compiled in a way that reflects the mapmaker’s perception 
of reality. Maps, then, become a shorthand for spatial phenomena or spatial 
processes presented in manageable portions through sociocultural lenses. In 
conceptualising a Kanaka Hawai‘i cartography, Louis (2017) reveals a Kanaka 
Hawai‘i spatial reality built on Indigenous knowledge and performances 
that recognise forces of nature and other metaphysical elements. However, 
adopting a relational perspective, Louis is adamant that Kanaka Hawai‘i 
and Western cartography are not in a binary relationship but, rather, are 
complementary traditions that allow room for other cartographic traditions. 
This is similar to Mignolo’s (2011) ‘decolonial option’ in which multiple 
theories are rescaled to exist simultaneously and without imposing on each 
other. David A. Chang (2017) describes a ‘geography of kinship’ (p. 186) 
where each person in a community understands they have a ‘genealogical as 
well as spatial relationship to these and other places in the world—that is, 
they [have] ancestors and relations elsewhere in the world’ (p. 29).

Tiffany Lethabo King (2019) offered shoals as a way to conceptualise 
relational space specifically between Black and Native Americans. 
In oceanography, a shoal is a natural submerged ridge, bank or bar that 
consists of, or is covered by, sand or other unconsolidated material. 
Therefore, a shoal is neither land nor ocean. It pulls from the two key 
spatial understandings established in Black and Native thought to reorient 
relationships to both land and water:

as connected systems in a decolonial spatial practice, exposing the 
historical and ongoing violence that separated the land and the 
ocean—and, more important, Indigenous people—from the water 
[which] is of utmost importance. (King, 2019, p. 94)

The shoal creates ruptures that exceed the symbols and metaphors in current 
thinking about Blackness and Indigeneity, offering a place where ‘utterances, 
performances, and statements of Black abolition and Native decolonization’ 
can meet (King, 2019, p. 43). Thus, a shoal is a material, constructed and 
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imagined ecotonal space of becoming. It offers a way to conceptualise other 
relationalities. In a similar vein, Chang (2017, p. 184) acknowledges that 
building relationality between Kānaka and Native Americans can similarly 
be seen as Indigenous people autonomously remaking their geography, 
evading the imposed boundaries of colonialism to build and maintain the 
connections between them.

Chadwick Allen’s ‘trans-Indigeneity’ enables a comparative relationality 
across and between multiple Indigenous peoples. Turning to the prefix 
trans-, Allen (2012, p. xiv) is interested in finding language that enables 
him not to ‘displace the necessary, invigorating study of specific traditions 
and contexts but rather to complement these by augmenting and expanding 
broader, globally Indigenous fields of inquiry’. Allen (2012, p. xv) offers 
trans-Indigeneity as something that ‘could propel the growth of a still-
emerging field toward still-unexplored possibilities’. Scholar Vicente Diaz 
(2019, p. 2) suggests that trans-Indigeneity can help us imagine new ways 
of being Indigenous, as it enables ‘wide lateral reach across time and space, 
albeit in ways that do not lose familiar and signature indigenous belongings 
and accountabilities to place, to site, and cultural specificity’. This enables 
Moana Cosmopolitans, as an example, to be in relationship with other 
equally deep and moving Indigenous peoples and traditions from elsewhere 
(Diaz, 2019). More recently, Kēhaulani Vaughn (2020) has utilised 
a similar frame of trans-Indigeneity to ask similar questions about diasporic 
Hawaiian’s relationality to Hawaiians in Hawaiʻi, as well to the Indigenous 
peoples whose lands they live on in America, looking for ways of being and 
relating outside of settler colonial frameworks.

Shoals and trans-Indigeneity are examples of global spatial and relational 
worlds where Indigenous and racialised groups come together through a 
relational ethic in acts of solidarity that sit outside of settler colonialism. 
This opens ‘a world in which many worlds can co-exist’ (Mignolo, 2007, 
p. 463). Based on deep reciprocity, this ethical relationality is a mode of 
grounded normativity that offers practices and procedures that teach us 
how to be respectful of those with whom we share territory, responsibility 
and commonalities (Coulthard & Simpson, 2016). Grounded normativity 
offers a place-based emphasis on Indigenous to non-Indigenous relations, 
highlighting the local, specific or rooted knowledge that is held in place in 
order to think through internationalism or the already existing networks 
of interrelationships that we are part of (Simpson, 2017).
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This can also be understood through the metaphor of seas and oceans. Diaz 
(2019) draws a connection between roots—being seas that are particular 
waves and swells at work, individually or in tandem or threesome; shifting 
winds; cloud coverage; mist and rain conditions, which require deep 
knowledge—and an oceanic literacy (Ingersoll, 2016). Through baseline 
knowledge established in familiar seas, good navigators can discern where 
they are at all points out in the open ocean (Diaz, 2019). By knowing 
the localities of each leg of a journey, good navigators can know whose 
homes they enter into and/or pass through (Diaz, 2019). There is a political 
potential, then, that grounding cosmopolitanism in the dynamics of 
historical and geographic transformations can remake the world’s geography 
in emancipatory ways (Harvey, 2000, p. 560)—a political potential that 
includes Moana Cosmopolitanism. Vā as a relational ethic adds to these 
understandings of space as being multilayered and relational, enabling 
the use of an ancestral mode of relationality not only among Samoan and 
Moana groups but also with global Indigenous and racialised communities. 
This is of growing importance for the Moana Cosmopolitans and their 
global characteristics of life. Looking at other relational concepts can help 
to frame regional and global trans-Indigenous relationships encompassed 
within Moana Cosmopolitanism.

Thinking with the aforementioned spatial and relational conceptualisations, 
it becomes imperative that an assertion of a cosmopolitan spatial 
understanding of a Moana social world needs to move beyond limited 
cartographic thinking. The emphasis on relationality in a Moana world 
view, as expressed through the concept of vā, demonstrates how relationality 
plays a key role in determining a Moana social world over factors like 
geographical distance and national borders. Thus, vā offers a relational 
and spatial framework embedded in Indigenous knowledge through which 
we can imagine a Moana relational geography, or what I am calling here, 
Vā Moana. An understanding of a Moana social world that is global and 
relational is vital to understanding Moana Cosmopolitanism. The Moana 
social world is no longer restricted to just host and home but rather is open 
to the whole world. Vā Moana, or the Moana social world, is predicated 
on the vā relations of Moana Cosmopolitans. It is as large or as small as 
one’s own networks. Being centred in relationality and not one’s physical or 
geographic location, Vā Moana—like Moana Cosmopolitanism—is based 
on the ordinary experience of the world, which is to cross borders whether 
they be physical, figurative or digital (Agier, 2016).
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Being a part of globally circulating worlds takes Moana people out of 
the Moana-Pālagi binary, and puts people into closer relation to other 
transnational, trans-Indigenous and global communities of colour. This 
cosmopolitan character of the Moana social world creates an increased 
circulation of ideas and a ‘context collapse’ (Ugavule, 2020), requiring a 
need to hold the tensions of difference. This emphasis on cosmopolitanism 
as a way to hold and work through difference offers a useful framework 
for thinking about the vā relations Moana Cosmopolitans find themselves 
in. Unlike some oversimplistic cosmopolitan literature on multiculturalism, 
which imagines large cities as becoming melting pots of many cultures and 
equates mobility to the loss of one’s cultural identity, understanding the 
Moana social world as Vā Moana—using the framework of vā relations and 
a relational ethic—enables Moana Cosmopolitans to hold onto their own 
cultural specificity, or to carry their centre with them, while also being part 
of larger global communities.

Conclusion
Vā Moana is a social world where Moana people renegotiate their identities 
based on a search for meaning, nuance and metaphor. It is relational space 
where we find substance and establish context in our dialogues with our 
ancestors, with ourselves and with other cultures (Efi, 2018). In the diaspora 
this also includes a recognition that change and pluralism are part of life, 
as a living culture cannot be sustained by ritual or measure that is divorced 
from the contemporary context (Efi, 2018). Vā Moana requires, then, 
joint navigation towards a global ethic that enables synthesis in different, 
sometimes conflicting or contradictory, Moana references (Efi, 2018).

What is important to note is that the vā relations within Vā Moana need 
constant renegotiation as shifting ways of being in relation with people. 
They are not idealised relationships in which everything runs smoothly; 
instead, they are very real attempts at tending to new, old and severed 
relationships formed and reformed within this Moana social world.

Vā Moana as the social world of Moana Cosmopolitanism highlights 
the web of relations that make up one’s world—webs that exist beyond 
national borders, or physical boundaries. The need to imagine a social 
world beyond the colonial imaginary and nation-states is imperative to our 
re-membering of deep histories of Moana Cosmopolitanism and towards 
collective decolonial futures. Vā Moana in this sense is a relational social 
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world through which Moana Cosmopolitans imagine. This social world, 
then, is built on the relational ethic of vā relations expressed locally, globally 
and virtually to mediate its place in the world.
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